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There are three rules to high school irrevocably inscribed within the interstellar fabric of the universe.


Rule number one: It’s all bullshit.


Now before you go thinking I’m some angsty little teenage shit, you should know that I’m not little. In fact, I’m a behemoth. Sixteen years old and somehow miraculously shattering the 250-pound barrier. Holy crap, you say. Get the hell out of town, you say. You think that’s nuts? Let me rephrase it for you:


I’m a quarter of a thousand pounds.


Sometimes not sucking at math is a curse all its own.


It’s not that I was completely fat; I was just big in general. Six foot six, to be exact. I was like this semi-evolved humanoid porpoise standing as a solemn warning of Darwinism gone wrong. I was like the immaculately conceived Force child of Jabba the Hutt and Chewbacca. Someone like me didn’t need to look for the bullshit; it found me like a lard-seeking homing missile. Here were just a few shining examples:


“Hey, Cliff!” said Kyle Dunston on September 17 of last year, after I dropped my pencil in Mr. Gunther’s Algebra 2 class. “Did you know that when you bend over, your butt crack is big enough to put the Grand Canyon out of business?”


“Easy, Neanderthal,” said Lacey Hildebrandt on December 2, while I was making my way to the lunch line. “I’m pretty sure the cafeteria is all out of Twinkies and small children.”


“Excuse me, Mr. Hubbard,” said the aforementioned Mr. Gunther last month after school—March 23—while he was looking over my make-up assignment on polynomials. “Could you try not to sound like a jetliner when you breathe? I can’t hear myself think.”


That was me, Clifford Hubbard—the Grand Canyon–assed, Twinkie-and-small-children-eating jetliner-breather. Known more commonly by the Happy Valley High School population as Neanderthal.


This was all very pertinent to the second rule of high school:


People suck.


And not just the students, as Mr. Gunther so abundantly demonstrated. Everyone. Such as:


1. Vice Principal Swagley, who always eyed me like I was an escaped convict masquerading as a minor. Surely I just hid my orange jumpsuit in the woods, close to where I buried all the bodies.


2. My guidance counselor, Mr. Gubler, who suggested the possibility of a career in sanitary engineering. Now, stereotypes aside (sanitary engineer = garbageman), sanitary engineering is actually a respectable engineering field, a career with a decent salary and a crucial emphasis on environmental safety not to be scoffed at. Unfortunately, my dad was an actual garbageman—before his career in professional unemployment, anyway—and Mr. Gubler knew it. Which therefore made him the Grand Vizier of Douchebags.


3. The lunch lady, Miss Prudy, who glared at me like she was wondering what I was doing in her lunch line and not that other one at the local Satanist compound that served Twinkies and small children.


The list went on and on. And that brought me to Aaron Zimmerman.


The Aaron Zimmerman.


It wasn’t that he was more or less douchey than anyone else. Really, his level of douchebaggery was rather average. He was simply the most popular douchebag at Happy Valley.


I mean, let’s face it. He was cool.


How cool? Imagine that Ferris Bueller’s Day Off was based on the real-life story of Aaron Zimmerman—this human being whose will the universe miraculously obeyed. Except instead of Matthew Broderick, Aaron would be played by this genetically engineered teenage clone hybrid of Brad Pitt and Tom Cruise. Quarterback? Check. Four-point-oh GPA? Check. I hadn’t seen the guy’s ding-dong, but I imagine it was the size of a small nuclear warhead. I mean, why not? Everything else in the world was conclusively in his favor.


But before the List happened—more on the List later—I’d only had one real encounter with Aaron Zimmerman. Why would anyone as popular as him have had any reason to even acknowledge my existence?


Why, if my head intercepted his football, of course.


April 12 (12:50 p.m., if you wanna get specific).


I was wearing my “lucky hoodie”—plain black with a four-leaf clover printed on the front—which was really more of an ironic name because bad things always happened to me while I was wearing it. My older brother, Shane, gave it to me for my birthday, although I was pretty sure he bought it from some kind of witch doctor, because it was definitely jinxed as fuck. There was a hole in the inner fabric of the front pocket that I liked to stick my right thumb in—ripping it just a little bit bigger each time. I couldn’t help myself. A nervous tic, I suppose, when you’re essentially wearing a kismet time bomb.


Meanwhile, Aaron was chucking said football across the crowded hall to his crony, Kyle Dunston—yes, of “Grand Canyon–assed” fame—the trajectory of which was well over everyone else’s heads.


Unfortunately, my head was also well over everyone else’s heads. The football connected with my face. Two hundred and fifty pounds or not, that football nearly sent me flying into last Tuesday. But instead of shattering the space-time continuum, I merely collided into the nearest locker, leaving a perfect, Neanderthal-shaped fossil imprint. For about five discombobulating seconds, I had no idea what happened. My mental processing was going something like this:


Guh…


Uggghhhhh…


Blleeeaaaarrrrrgggghhh…


I was still prying myself out of the locker crater when Aaron Mosesed his way through the crowded hall like it was the Red Sea. He extended a helping hand. I took it.


“Whoa, are you okay?” he said, half laughing, half sounding like something resembling genuineness. “You really did a number on that locker.”


I was still struggling to operate the English language, so I just kept blinking, failing to grasp that ever-elusive thing we call reality. Aaron was smiling as he eyed the crushed locker, and in my befuddled state, it could have passed as a real smile.


“Man, what do you eat for breakfast? Twinkies and small children?”


I know I was big, and in the world we lived in, big usually equaled stupid. But I wasn’t stupid. I had three realizations instantaneously:


1. That line was a Lacey Hildebrandt original.


2. Aaron Zimmerman had dated Lacey Hildebrandt. (This might have seemed like a grand coincidence, but really, it wasn’t. Aaron was like James Bond—always got the girl; never the STD. Or maybe he had all the STDs! Who knew?)


3. During that brief relationship, the two of them had obviously had a great big laugh at Neanderthal, the Twinkie-and-small-children eater.


And that brings me to High School Rule Number Three: Fists speak louder than words.
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My fist was a wrecking ball, and it was swinging to excavate Aaron’s genetically engineered Brad Cruise clone-ass face.


That’s when I learned that I had made a dire miscalculation. He wasn’t just a Brad Pitt/Tom Cruise clone. There was also Bruce Lee in there somewhere because he limboed backward, narrowly missing my blow. And then he popped right back up like a jack-in-the-box, guided by his fist, which nailed me right in the jaw.


Now I was obviously a big guy, bordering on Brobdingnagian…


…but damn!


I staggered backward, nearly into my Cliff-shaped crater, but caught myself with my hands. Aaron held his ground. His good friend, Kyle Kiss-Ass Dunston, however, was under the impression that Aaron was the president of the United States, and he was a member of the Secret Service, and this was suddenly a matter of national security. Kyle flew in, limbs flailing, with all the killer moves of an inebriated octopus.


I was smiling on the inside. I’d been waiting for this since September 17 of last year.


Grand Canyon, my ass.


My fist was a battering ram, straight and true, right into the word-spouting orifice of Kyle’s face. You know that scene in The Matrix Revolutions when Neo punches Agent Smith in the head, and his whole face just kind of ripples?


Yeah. I was pretty sure that just happened.


Kyle went all Raggedy Ann across the hall—right into the circle of human vultures flapping in to feed on the action.


I lurched, veering my heavy momentum toward my remaining opponent. Aaron took off like a jet toward me. We crashed into each other—two raging, stormy tides of human fury. I may have had the body mass of a baby whale, but Aaron’s reflexes were lightning. His left uppercut caught me on the other side of my jaw—THWACK!


At least my face would be proportionately fucked.


Fortunately for me, gravity was a cruel mistress. I was already on top of him, only slightly derailed by his blow. We rolled across the hall like some swollen, lopsided ball, roughly the size of a Prius. I had my hands around his throat, but Aaron decided to play prison rules and grabbed me by the nipples. Not that they were hard to find. I reckon I was a solid B cup, preparing to enter the solid realm of C if those Brown Sugar Cinnamon Pop-Tarts didn’t stop being so damn delicious.


Aaron was gurgling, and I was screaming. We let go simultaneously. At this point, I just wanted to curl into the fetal position and cry.


We both staggered upright, groaning and drunk on pain like a pair of zombies straight out of a Romero film.


“Son of…a bitch,” said Aaron between breaths. He sounded as exhausted as I felt. “You fight pretty good…for a beached whale.”


“Thanks,” I said. “You too…for a narcissistic…pantywaist…little ass-taxi.”


Aaron actually laughed at this. “Wow…the Neanderthal knows…words and shit.”


“Please…the English language…is my bitch…you gaping cockmuppet.”


And that’s when my spidey-sense activated, and I sensed a terrible disturbance in the Force. Or maybe it was just the droves of students scattering like trouble was swiftly approaching.


“CLIFFORD HUBBARD!”


Shit.


This exclamation came from the only woman at HVHS wearing a power suit. Her hands were on her hips, never a good sign. Ever. Her hair fell in straightened curtains of black over her face, contorted into the Scowl of Death.


Principal McCaffrey was pissed.


[image: ]


Note that McCaffrey didn’t yell Aaron’s name. Just mine. Do you know why that was?


Remember High School Rule Number One? Remember Rule Number Two?


Still, that didn’t exclude Aaron from being escorted with me to McCaffrey’s interrogation chamber. Kyle would have joined us, too, if his borderline-comatose ass wasn’t being examined in the nurse’s office.


“Take a seat, you two,” said McCaffrey.


Aaron sat politely. I sort of collapsed into this flimsy plastic piece of shit masquerading as a sitting apparatus. It released a long, drawn-out squeal. I imagined it desperately reciting the Lord’s Prayer before it died under my ass.


To the untrained eye, Principal McCaffrey’s office glowed of cheerful professionalism. But I wasn’t fooled by the wall of award plaques or the bookshelves lined with inspirational bullshit titles like CHILDREN ARE THE FUTURE or LEARNING WITH LOVE. And don’t even get me started on the mug:


WORLD’S GREATEST PRINCIPAL.


I had been waiting years for McCaffrey to take her hawk-eyes off me for one goddamn second so I could puke in that thing.


McCaffrey sat down behind her desk and pretzeled her arms and legs together into a fierce knot.


“What happened?” she said.


The words were already springboarding out of Aaron’s mouth. “Well, you see, Principal McCaffrey, Kyle and I were just joking around, and I guess something we said must have offended Cliff ’cause he—”


McCaffrey was already shaking her head, eyes closed, one hand on her temple so as to prevent her Bullshit-O-Meter from sending her migraine into nuclear-meltdown mode. The other hand rose, slicing off Aaron’s words.


“Okay, stop,” said McCaffrey. When her eyes opened, they were firing on me. “Cliff, I want you to tell me what happened.”


All the muscles in Aaron’s face seemed to atrophy instantly. I wanted to take a picture and save it as the background screen on my iPhone. Except I didn’t have an iPhone. Or any variation of smartphone. Or even a stupid phone for that matter. My family was the special sort of poor that couldn’t afford a phone for their kid if the dude at T-Mobile gave us a brick with buttons for free because, according to my dad, talking to people costs money, too.


But back to Aaron’s face…


Ah, screw it. The fact of the matter was that I didn’t want to talk to McCaffrey, I wouldn’t, I refused to, and she couldn’t make me, and that was that.


But boy, could I stare.


McCaffrey and I glared laser beams at each other for a solid minute. Her stare demanded subservience. My gaze was like, Oh yeah, woman? I can fall asleep with my eyes open. For all you know, I’m already unconscious.


Aaron’s eyeballs ping-ponged between the two of us, unsure what to make of the spectacle.


“Aaron, could you excuse us for a moment?” said McCaffrey.


“Uh…” said Aaron. “Sure. Should I just wait outside in the…?”


McCaffrey’s brow scrunched impatiently.


“Yeah, I’ll just wait outside,” said Aaron. He stood up all-too-eagerly and started for the door.


But not before flipping me off.


His arm and erect middle finger were tucked close to his chest—completely out of McCaffrey’s view, the sneaky bastard. He walked slowly and held it for a long, tense moment until he opened the door and exited.


Before he closed the door, he winked.


Something ignited inside of me. It flashed and burned and billowed—filling me up—and suddenly, I had a purpose.


The next time I saw Aaron Zimmerman, I was going to beat the figurative and literal shit out of him. I was going to kill him with my bare hands.


But that was later. Right now there was only McCaffrey, me, and the metaphorical elephant.


“You know,” said McCaffrey, shattering the silence like a sheet of glass, “I’m really sick and tired of this shit. You not talking to me? What’s that supposed to accomplish? Just who the hell do you think you’re helping by giving me the silent treatment? Because it’s not you, that’s for damn sure.”


I actually kind of liked it when McCaffrey swore at me. At least I knew she was being real. None of that “Children Are the Future/Learning with Love” nonsense. No, deep down beneath the plaques and WORLD’S GREATEST PRINCIPAL mugs, Joan McCaffrey was a hard-ass chick who liked coffee and weekends and speaking her mind, and she hated kids like me. I could respect that. If I was her, I’d hate me, too.


Hell, I was me, and I still hated myself.


“Is this about Shane?” said McCaffrey.


My desire to be a part of this conversation plummeted from zero to negative eleventeen gazillion.


“I know it’s been hard on you, Cliff,” said McCaffrey. “But it’s been almost a year. I think your brother would want you to move on. Do you think this—?” She pointed at me. “Whatever the hell this is—do you think that’s the person he wanted you to be?”


Shane probably spent more school hours in McCaffrey’s office than outside of it. She knew Shane Hubbard—the pot-smoking, hell-raising juvenile delinquent.


But she didn’t know shit about the only real friend I ever had.


I leaned forward in my chair, and the words clawed out of my teeth. “Go. To. Hell.”
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I was suspended from school for a week. This might have been a big deal if I gave a shit about anything. But I didn’t. Not one single shit. If it was possible for me to give negative shits, I’d distribute those like a six-year-old flower girl at a wedding.


Negative shits! Negative shits for everyone!


No, there were only two things I gave a shit about right now:


1. kicking Aaron’s ass, and


2. Shane.


I would always give a shit about Shane.


I left school, but I didn’t go home. I had a very important detour to make.


The Shannondale Cemetery wasn’t the prettiest thing on God’s green earth. I mean, it wasn’t even really green, and it certainly didn’t look like God had any part in its making. It was this brown-patchy, weed-ridden field of trailer-trash blah, because apparently people like my family had to bury their dead somewhere, too. Tombstones stuck out of the rain-drenched earth every which way like a mouthful of broken, crooked teeth.


Shane’s headstone was a tooth that hadn’t grown in yet; a tooth that would never grow in. It was a horizontal slab of cheap marble with the fewest words possible chiseled into its empty surface, because words apparently cost money, too:


SHANE LEVI HUBBARD
IN GOD’S CARE


Beneath this were tiny, almost invisible dates that were way too close together. Sixteen years and one month.


Today—April 12—was his birthday.


He should have been seventeen today. But he wasn’t. He never would be. He was frozen—a permanent, chronological fixture in the annals of time.


I was now older than Shane by weeks.


There was something deeply unsettling about becoming older than your older brother. Like you were disturbing the natural order of things.


It had stopped raining a while ago, but I could feel the storm inside of me. Not a raging thunderstorm or anything like that. Just this endless downpour. Filling me up. Drowning me.


“Hey, bro,” I said.


Shane didn’t respond. Because he was dead, obviously.


Shane had always had the answer to everything. Even when he didn’t really know. It was the confidence behind the answer. I would have followed that confidence to the end of the world.


Unfortunately, the end of the world was sooner for Shane, and here I was, left with nothing but this gaping hole. Nothing but rain and drowning and slowly dying, but never death, because that would just be too damn easy.


“So I don’t know if you’re in heaven or hell or some sort of weird purgatory-limbo-thingy,” I said, “but it sure as hell has to be better than here.”


Shane didn’t say anything.


“Is there anything there? I mean, I know this stupid rock says ‘In God’s Care,’ but headstones are supposed to say shit like that to make people feel better. But, like…is he there?”


Nothing.


“Even if there isn’t a God or a heaven or anything,” I said, “if you could just, like, haunt me or do some of that freaky ghost shit and scare the crap out of me every once in a while, I’d totally be okay with that.”


Shane gave the obvious response.


“Think it over,” I said. “Maybe I’ll steal a Ouija board.”


I left Shane in the crooked, broken mouth of the Shannondale Cemetery. Somehow, I felt a little less alive leaving this home for the dead.
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I lived in Arcadia Park, which was, in fact, not a park at all. It was a trailer park. The funny thing about trailer parks is that all the stereotypes—that trailer parks are low-class, trashy, cockroach-infested little shithole excuses for homes…


They’re all true.


I walked in the door—this sad, rectangular thing barely hanging by its hinges. The first thing people usually noticed was the cat-piss smell, which, fortunately, I’d gotten used to years ago. We didn’t have any cats. The second thing people usually noticed was the nicotine stains on the walls—this ghastly yellow splotchiness that looked like cat piss. None of us smoked. My dad quit smoking ten years ago, but I had a theory that it was only so he could afford his drinking problem.


And boy, did he drink.


He was the third thing people usually noticed—sitting in the recliner wearing a mustache, a camouflage trucker hat, and a bottle of Bud Light in his hand, hooked to the football game on TV like it was his iron lung. It was his way of vicariously reliving his own football glory days that ended after his own stint at HVHS. He wasn’t as big as me, but what he lacked in size, he more than made up for in dangerous levels of drunk-ass mean.


The bad news beat me home. Principal McCaffrey called about my suspension.


Normally, my mom picked up the phone. God gave my dad two hands—one for the TV remote and one for his Bud Light. He didn’t have a third pick-up-the-phone hand. And even if he did, there was still the issue of getting his lethargic ass off the recliner.


Every time my mom got the bad news, she scolded me in private. She never told my dad, because she preferred me alive rather than dead. I listened, mostly because I cared about her, and I told her I’d never do it again, even though I had no such intention. I didn’t want to break her heart, but at the same time, remember High School Rule Number One? Remember Number Two?


Remember High School Rule Number Three? Something has to speak louder than words. Words didn’t do shit.


But all this was aside from the point. The point was that my mom wasn’t home. And naturally, my dad didn’t pick up the phone. But Principal McCaffrey did leave a message on the answering machine—this ancient, telephonic mechanism used by poor people to record messages and dodge calls from debt collectors.


My dad heard that, all right. And he’d had plenty of time to get copiously drunk and stew over it.


“You know what pisses me off the most?” he said.


This wasn’t a rhetorical question. My dad didn’t ask rhetorical questions. And if you waited long enough to figure that out on your own, it’d probably be through an ancient Chinese martial art known as zui quan, or “drunken fist.”


Okay, not really.


But really.


“What pisses you off the most?” I asked. My tone was flat—undisturbed—but there was a cloud of dread wafting beneath the surface.


“No,” said my dad. He raised a dangerous finger, pointed it at me. “I want you to tell me what pisses me off the most. You’re a smart kid, Cliff,” he said. “You inherited my vast intellect, after all. Tell me: What pisses me off the most?”


He didn’t ask rhetorical questions, but he sure as hell liked to play mind games.


“Having to see my ugly face every morning for the next week?” I said. (Sometimes, self-deprecating humor worked in my favor.)


“Hey, hey, hey!” he snapped. “You inherited half that face from me, you ungrateful shit. If you’ve got a problem with your face, take it up with your mom.”


Despite appearances, my dad was actually a razor-tongued smart-ass. I suppose I inherited that from him. However, most smart-asses use sarcasm as a weapon because it’s universally understood that the alternative—violence—is morally wrong.


For my dad, it was merely foreshadowing.


“I called your principal back,” he said. “Asked how the Zimmerman kid looked. You know what she said? She said not to worry, he doesn’t have a scratch on him.”


Shit.


“A scratch! How the hell does a kid your size get suspended for a week, and not even lay a scratch on the other guy?”


“I dunno. He’s a quarterback on the football team.”


In retrospect, this was one of the dumber things I could say. It brought up a centuries-old argument that I was not ready to have again.


My dad stood up, which meant shit was real.


Even though he was smaller than me, it was scary when he stood up. There was something in the way his entire body tensed—like his veins might pop and he’d literally explode. More important, his hands were fast. If ass beatings were playing cards, he was a Vegas dealer.


“You see, that’s the problem,” he said. “If you’d stop watching all those goddamn sci-fi movies and join the football team like I’ve told you a hundred thousand times, you wouldn’t fight like a little queer.”


“I don’t fight like a queer,” I said—a little too defensively. “There were two of them. I punched Kyle Dunston’s face inside out.”


“Man, I don’t give a shit about the Dunston kid. He’s a skinny-ass bitch. He was collateral damage. The fact of the matter is that you picked a fight with the Zimmerman kid, and he walked away completely unscathed—which wouldn’t have happened if you’d join the fucking football team.”


My dad stepped away from his recliner. He was straight up, tense, and ready to deal.


“What do you have to say for yourself?”


I’d been in this situation before. He was giving me an ultimatum: either join the football team or get my ass kicked. He did the same thing to Shane, and Shane’s answer was always the same. I felt Shane’s words in the back of my throat.


“Football’s dumb,” I said.


My dad stopped. He stopped the way the world stops and the air goes silent before the sound waves catch up with the atomic mushroom cloud exploding in the distance.


“What did you say?”


He knew what I said. There was no going back. But I didn’t want to go back. Not today.


This was when the true Clifford Hubbard came out. Not the Neanderthal. Not the juvenile delinquent. This was the person who was nothing but emptiness. He was only this eggshell. Hollow. Cracked.


“You heard me,” I said.


Or at least that’s what I tried to say. I didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence.
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My mom came home at eleven. As usual.


I heard her talking with my dad in the living room. She laughed at something he said. She always laughed, whether or not what he said was actually funny. I heard my dad bring my name up, but it was so casual—so dismissive—I might as well have been laundry or a random item for the grocery list.


She came straight to my room. As usual.


She was still wearing her Hideo’s Video uniform—baby blue, matching her soft eyes. Hideo’s Video—owned by this Japanese retrophiliac, Hideo Fujimoto—was the only video store in Happy Valley. It was the last middle finger saluting to Netflix and Redbox, and you know what? It had business! Because sometimes people want to watch that awesome movie from way back in the day, and sometimes those assholes at Netflix cycle it out of their rotation, and then what are you supposed to do? The truth is that people like going to video stores. Especially ones where the clerk happens to know everything there is to know about every movie ever filmed in the history of ever.


That was my mom.


It was actually thanks to her job at Hideo’s Video that Shane and I had a pretty sweet setup in our room. We inherited an ancient thirteen-inch TV/DVD/VCR combo, and Hideo let us have our pick of everything that cycled out of inventory and hadn’t been purchased from the discount bin within X amount of time. We had three whole bookshelves filled with the Hollywood greats—Ridley Scott and James Cameron, Martin Scorsese, and Quentin Tarantino. If we had to pick a favorite genre, it would probably chisel down to a solid tie between sci-fi and gangster films. Jim Carrey was a close third place. (Yes, Jim Carrey is totally a genre in and of himself.)


“Hey, sweetie,” said my mom.


Not We need to talk, or I thought you said you weren’t going to get in any more fights, or anything like that. Just this…love. This love that hurt because I knew I was disappointing her, and her heart was just too big to tell me the truth.


“Hey,” I said. I was lying on my bunk bed—bottom bunk, of course, because the top belonged to Shane, and I respected his space. I pretended to read my book. Mostly to hide the right side of my face. It was easier to pretend like nothing was wrong. Because, like, when everything is wrong, where the hell do you even start?


My mom sat down on the corner of my bed that wasn’t covered in Cliff. “Whatcha reading?”


“A book.”


“Oh, please. Stop. Spare me the details. I can’t. I just can’t.”


I couldn’t help snickering. I was defenseless. I closed the book and showed her the cover.


“Speaker for the Dead?” said my mom in her worst attempt at not sounding impressed. “Dang, we’re busting out the heavy Orson Scott Card. That’s some pretty philosophical sci-fi. You reading that for school?”


“I’m suspended, remember? And I don’t do schoolwork.”


“Oh, right. Because my rebel son only reads American literary classics for fun. Sorry, I forgot.”


“It’s science fiction.”


“Hey, only a snob sticks his nose up at science fiction. The best sci-fi tells us the truths about ourselves that we’re too afraid to hear. What part are you at?”


“I’m at the part where they talk a lot. I mean, one guy got gutted by these piggy aliens, and they laid all his organs out like lawn ornaments, so that was pretty intense. But now everybody’s just talking. I think that’s the point of this book—talking without getting to the point.”


“I’m on the edge of my seat just thinking about it.”


“You should be.”


“I am.”


“Well, good.”


“Fine.”


I was smiling. I didn’t even realize it until my guard had already dropped. Hell, my guard fell to the floor, broke through the floorboards, and went twenty feet underground. And that’s when my mom’s smile faded.


I forgot to hide the right side of my face.


Not that the left side of my face was a basket of roses. Aaron had given me a pretty even facelift on both sides.


But my dad swung with his left arm. My mom knew that.


This was the part where she was supposed to say she was sorry. That things would change. That she would divorce that bastard and get us out of this shithole, so we could start a new life—far, far away from everyone and everything. But that’s not what she said.


I’d heard this speech before, and it was bullshit.


“I have to believe that the man I fell in love with is still in there,” she said. “Somewhere. I just…I can’t give up on him.”


Normally, I had a filter for my mom. But today was no “normal” day. Between the fight with Aaron, my meeting with Principal McCaffrey, getting suspended, and my dad beating the Western Hemisphere of my face into the prime meridian of my skull, my filter was crushed and shattered and all but turned to dust.


“Did you know that Shane died hating you?” I said.


I didn’t think about the words. They just came out. My words were like my dad’s fists—hard, fast, and uncompromising. He never hit my mom, of course—Shane and I were his punching bags—but if he did punch her, this was probably how she would look. Like a scared, wounded animal.


And yet, I continued.


“He hated you,” I said. “And for the longest time, I didn’t understand why. But now…I think I get it.”


Unlike Shane, I couldn’t hate my mom. But I could sure as hell ignore her. In some distant corner of reality, I heard her give the same old excuses like they meant something. But they didn’t. Not even remotely. Sooner or later, she would get the hint that this conversation was over. She would go to bed with the asshole whose memory she couldn’t fall out of love with, and I would be left alone.


Hell, I already was.
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It was amazing how fast a week went without school. Naturally, I stayed as far away from home as possible. My happiness depended on it. Actually, happiness was a strong word. My willpower to not smother myself to death with my own pillow depended on it.


I had a favorite place in town. A special place. With a week of vacation, I had a lot of time to spend there, meditating and deliberating upon the Meaning of Life, or the staggering lack thereof.


Shane called it the Monolith.


Basically, it was this abandoned, unfinished seven-story office building. It was meant to be the new headquarters of the Happy Valley Ale Company, founded in 1968, but fate had a funny way of fucking things up.


It all started with the original Happy Valley Ale factory, located on the outskirts of town. In the beginning, everyone in town worked at the factory. Happy Valley was the factory. The entire town was built on a single idea: Happy Valley Ale was going to revolutionize beer. With its state-of-the-art ale-brewing technique, it came in a wide variety of flavors, including apple, pear, pineapple, banana, plum, cherry, and prune.


What the company failed to realize was that this was motherfucking Montana—the manliest state in the Union. A land where men shaved with axes, head-butted bison, and chopped down trees with their humongous dicks. Montana men didn’t drink anything less than real American beer. None of this ale bullshit. The hell’d they think this was? Middle-Earth?


And one thing was for damn certain—Montana men didn’t drink anything fruity.


The Happy Valley Ale Company collapsed a couple years later. The town essentially died with it.


The unfinished office building—the Monolith—was a skeleton. It was all bone-colored concrete floors, window frames like empty eye sockets, and unsealed walls with rib cages of exposed support beams. It was a labyrinth of pseudo-urban decay.


My and Shane’s favorite place in the Monolith was near the peak of the building—this concrete lip jutting from an open, gaping mouth, overlooking all of Happy Valley. Once upon a time, I’m sure it was supposed to be a balcony with a sliding glass door and a fancy railing, probably for some high-and-mighty business executive—some Charles Foster Kane of booze—who would walk out in his double-breasted pinstripe suit, smoke his Cuban cigar, and observe his alcohol empire.


But that future was never to be. There was no sliding glass door. No balcony railing. Just this slab of concrete sticking out like an ancient spaceship landing pad.


Shane and I used to chill up there. From that vantage point, you could see the mountains encompassing Happy Valley in a cereal bowl of Shitty Puffs. A river ran straight through it—east to west—dividing the slums and the nice part of town. It was like Mother Nature herself understood the elitist concepts of class and segregation. The Monolith towered on the edge of the south side of the river—the slummy side—along with the factory, which was now a sprawling, industrial coffin left to rot.


That was my side.


The nice part—the part that had nothing to do with Happy Valley Ale, the part that was economically reborn—was where people like Aaron Zimmerman and Kyle Dunston and Lacey Hildebrandt lived, with their cars and their allowances and their beautiful Modern Family–esque dysfunctional families. The sort of dysfunctional that always had happy endings and a moral to the story.


Nice part, slummy part—it didn’t matter. It was all Shitty Puffs.


Except for the Monolith. The Monolith was more than just an abandoned, unfinished building. It was a symbol. A metaphor. It meant something. I wasn’t even sure what that something was; all I knew was that it meant it, and it meant it fiercely. Desperately.


I know what you’re thinking.


Monolith? The hell kind of weird-ass name is that?


From the outside—especially when the sun was setting just right—the Monolith was an ominous black rectangle. Shane was convinced that it looked just like that black rectangle thingy in 2001: A Space Odyssey—this enigmatic extraterrestrial anomaly appearing in different locations throughout space and time.


Shane was obsessed with 2001: A Space Odyssey.


He was obsessed with the Monolith.


He said the movie only made sense when you were high. I wasn’t high when I saw it, and—as expected—it was confusing as hell. I just had to take Shane’s word on it. But occasionally I’d pick his brain.


“So in Space Odyssey,” I said, “is the Monolith, like, an alien spaceship or a wormhole or something?”


“I like to think of the Monolith as a door,” said Shane. “Like, the door. Like, the Door of Life.”


“A door to what?”


“That’s the question, isn’t it?”


Cryptic bastard.


That Door of Life bullshit became his catchphrase. He’d pull it on me every time he tried to convince me to do something stupid like enter a creative writing contest or ask a girl on a date.


“Life isn’t just existing,” he would always say. “It’s a door. Don’t you want to know what’s on the other side?”


And then he died—leaving me all alone in this world of doors. Except it felt more like a world of walls. There was just me, and Shane, and the Great Wall that separated us.


This was my unfortunate train of thought on Friday, the last day of my unpaid vacation courtesy of Principal McCaffrey, as I sat on the edge of the overlook. The sadness and the pain and the hurt—there was so much of it. It was overwhelming. The only way to cope with it was to not cope with it.


I glanced down at my legs dangling over the edge—a seven-story drop. Would a drop like that kill me or just break my legs? Because breaking my legs would suck.


That’s when I heard the screaming.


It wasn’t bad screaming—like, Help me, I’m being murdered by a psycho in the shower screaming. It was fun and laughter and hormones and maybe just a little bit of alcohol screaming. And these screams were accompanied by the scream of tires. A silver SUV rounded the corner of Gosling and Gleason, slowed only by the ginormous boat it was hauling. It roared over the bridge, clearly on a one-way destination to Flathead Lake for a weekend filled with delinquent partying, hangovers, and sandy, vaguely unsanitary beach sex.


And then the SUV—and boat—screeched to a nerve-racking halt.


“Holy shit, Kyle!” said an unmistakable voice. “What the hell?”


The driver’s side door opened, and pop! There was Kyle Dunston—like a literal nursery rhyme weasel—standing on the running board, gripping the crossbars for balance.


“Dude, Aaron, look!” said Kyle, pointing directly at me. “It’s Neanderthal!”


And that’s when I saw Aaron—sitting in the passenger seat.


For a brief, infinite second, we made eye contact. Even seven stories down, I could see his eyes swell. The second passed like a season.


Aaron blinked. Shook his head, ever so subtle. Just like that, he was over it.


“Riveting, Kyle,” he said, not even looking at me. “Can we go now?”


However, Kyle had already garnered the attention of the backseat.


“You’re shitting me.”


“No freaking way!”


I recognized Lacey Hildebrandt’s voice, as well as this tool-bag, Desmond Steinmetz, who only wore shirts when it was required by dress code or refusal-of-service laws. Kyle’s SUV, however, was no such place.


Desmond rolled down his window. “Hey, Neanderthal. You wanna come to the beach with us? I’m sure one of these beautiful ladies would love to have wild caveman sex with you. Ride ’em dinosaur-style! Jurassic Park–style!”


“Ew,” said Heather Goodman, who typically wore more makeup than clothes. “You have dinosaur sex with him, Desmond.”


“Hey, Neanderthal,” said Kyle. “When we get back, I’m going to kick your ass so hard, it’s gonna fall off!”


And that, my friends, is a Kyle Dunston original. Let’s all give him a round of applause before he hurts his brain and tries another one.


“Can we go already?” said Aaron.


“Dude, what’s your problem?” said Kyle.


The conversation had dropped several decibels, but lucky me, I had the ears of a bat—a giant, diurnal, eavesdropping bat.


“My problem is that I want to be on a lake already, not gawking at Neanderthal,” said Aaron.


“I dunno, man,” said Kyle. “You’re acting weird.”


“You are acting weird,” Lacey agreed.


“Well, you guys are acting like a bunch of fucking assholes,” said Aaron.


The SUV went silent. The whole corner went silent. Not that Gosling and Gleason was the epicenter of civilization. Like I said, once you crossed the river, Happy Valley became Mildly Apathetic Valley. The only thing missing was a drought, some tumbleweed, and maybe a sweeping, desolate score by Ennio Morricone. But the usual Montana sounds—the cicadas, the wind, the diesel trucks roaring on some distant highway—all hit the brakes on their usual activity. Even my breath caught in my throat. Thank God I was seven stories up, well out of conversational reach.


Aaron seemed to realize that this could only go one way. So he did what he had to do. He stuck his head out the window, looked me dead in the eye, and flipped me off.


“This is for you, Neanderthal. Take good care of it.”


The universe was once again in balance. Everyone laughed, shoving their hands out the windows, saluting me with their middle fingers.


“Happy Birthday, Neanderthal!” said Desmond.


“Merry Christmas!” said Heather.


“No return policy, sorry!” said Lacey.


“Your ass is gonna fall off!” Kyle screamed.


That was the last thing I heard as he hit the gas, and they sped off.
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On Monday, rain came down in silver sheets. Purging the grimy walls of HVHS. Bathing the dirty, broken concrete at the corner of Gosling and Alpanalp. Residue drizzled like snot into the gutters—many of which were choking in weeds growing through the cracks. Frankie and his gang of skeezy drug dealers were leaning against the chain-link fence, smoking some shit that was possibly legal, but only because it hadn’t been officially canonized in the DEA’s bible of Shit That Will Get Your Ass Thrown in Juvie for Possessing.


There was only one dealing machine at HVHS, and Frankie’s gang was it.


I wasn’t afraid of them. Frankie Robertson and his two buddies, Jed and Carlos, dressed tough—milking the gangsta façade for all it was worth—but like everyone in Montana, I knew that their parents were Duck Dynasty–level rednecks. Frankie mostly kept to himself, and Jed and Carlos knew better than to start something with a guy who looked like he clubbed wooly mammoths for lunch.


However, Tegan Robertson—Frankie’s little sister and the fourth and final member of the gang—delighted in my torment.


“Hey, Neanderthal baby!” said Tegan. “Where’s that ass been all week? You ain’t been cheatin’ on me, have you, honey? You ain’t been unfaithful, have you, sugar-bear? You know that big, curvy ass is mine.”


I usually came mentally armed to verbally bitch-slap anyone who acknowledged my existence. And if that didn’t get the point across, then I would physically bitch-slap them. With my fist. Or possibly my skull if I wanted them to die instantly. Really, the nickname Neanderthal wasn’t completely unwarranted. I think the only reason I had never been expelled completely was because of Shane’s death. And that was certainly enough reason for me to hurt people.


Unless that person was a girl.


Tegan was in a category all her own. She dressed like a rapper and was built like she could kick Lara Croft’s Tomb-Raiding ass. She also had big chocolate eyes framed in heavy eyeliner and these full lips that were always twisted into a sexy smirk. There were rumors that she made out with Crissy Cranston from the cheerleading squad. How did I hear these rumors?


Two Weeks Ago:


Tegan: “Hey, Neanderthal, me and Crissy Cranston were making out in the girls’ locker room the other day. You should join us sometime. I bet you rock the lacy underwear, am I right? Crissy likes that lacy shit.”


Tegan and I had something special. It was called catcalling.


I power-walked my fat ass around that corner. Tegan slapped her own ass and did this weird, snarling thing at me.


“Hey, Teg, how come you never check out my ass?” said Jed. “Mine is bigger and curvier than his.”


Tegan looked at Jed like he was an actual disease. “Jed, your ass prolly has gonorrhea or Ebola or some shit.”


I kept walking, hoping that Tegan would be too preoccupied with Jed’s Ebola to notice.


Nope.


“Mmm, you been workin’ out, Neanderthal? You been workin’ that bench press, honey? That chest is voluptuous.”


Jesus Christ on toast! I was indirectly coming to terms with what it was like being a waitress at Hooters.


Tegan grabbed her breasts, plumping them up for me. “Neanderthal, if you let me cop a feel, I’ll let you touch mine.”


“C’mon, Teg, leave the brother alone,” said Carlos.


“I’ll touch your boobs, Tegan,” Jed offered.


The great thing about Jed was his learning curve. It was nonexistent.


“Jed, keep your dirty, fat little claws away from my tits,” said Tegan.


Carlos was laughing in spite of himself. Jed had his chubby head hung low, discreetly looking at his “fat little claws.” Tegan was still showcasing her breasts for me like they were the next thing up for bid on The Price Is Right. Frankie didn’t even look at me. He was much too preoccupied smoking his souped-up joint and looking like a badass. Which, let’s be honest, he looked like the baddest-ass motherfucker of them all. If Tegan was built for a girl, her brother had every muscle sculpted and tatted like he was a white 50 Cent. He even shaved his head, just to make room for the tattoos that didn’t fit on his vast, ripped frame.


Frankie glanced at me.


“Unless you wanna buy something or touch my sister’s titties, you better keep moving,” he said.


I hadn’t even realized I stopped walking until now. Awkward.


I kept moving.


“Woooooo!” said Tegan. “Shake that ass.”
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“That’s a nice Game Boy,” said Niko Kaliko, at the other end of the hall. “Lemme see it.”


Niko wasn’t talking to me, though. He was talking to Jack Halbert, who was clutching his 3DS so close to his chest, it might have been attached to his heart. The annoyingly peppy theme music of Animal Crossing downplayed the dire nature of this encounter.


Jack was what you would call a nerd. He weighed about a buck-ten, wearing glasses that I swear he stole off of Harry Potter’s face, and T-shirts that said things like CURSE YOUR SUDDEN BUT INEVITABLE BETRAYAL! or NOW WE SEE THE VIOLENCE INHERENT IN THE SYSTEM! HELP, HELP, I’M BEING REPRESSED! He was also the one and only black kid in all of HVHS—one of the few in all of Montana, actually. Montana was about as diverse as the Republican National Committee.


Niko was what you would call the Antichrist. His evil was legendary. Like this one time in fifth grade? He stole his little sister’s Barbie dolls and turned them into “voodoo dolls.” He dressed each one up (cut hair, made personalized outfits out of paper, drew on facial hair with Sharpie, etc.) so that they resembled several of the teachers and faculty at Happy Valley Elementary School.


And then he held a “public execution” on the playground.


Now he was a junior in high school. His sadism had evolved, and so had his body. Now he was the size of a small mountain. No shit, the guy was almost as big as me. Almost. Oh, and Kaliko was only an abbreviation of his last name. The real thing was a doozy—Kaleoikaikaokalani.


“Um…” said Jack. He seemed to consider correcting Niko that it was, in fact, a 3DS and not a Game Boy. Then he reconsidered and handed it over.


“Thanks, buddy,” said Niko. He pocked the handheld gaming device in his fake leather jacket, messed up Jack’s hair with his biker-gloved hand, and strolled away.


Was Niko actually going to play Animal Crossing? Hell no. He probably didn’t even like video games. He simply fed on the misery of the human race.


Fortunately for him, there was a lot of misery to feed on.
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I had a checklist:


1. Find Aaron.


2. Kill Aaron.


Once my hands were around his throat, I could decide if shit was figurative, literal, metaphorical, or whatever.


Our classes didn’t intersect until after lunch—fifth period English with Mr. Spinelli.


Fact: the supposedly fictional characters of Ebenezer Scrooge and the Grinch were actually based on the real life story of Mr. Spinelli. (Yes, I realize this would mean that Charles Dickens and Dr. Seuss were, in fact, time travelers.) Mr. Spinelli was the grouchiest, meanest, nastiest, evilest, Christmas-eating old fart in the history of evil old people. And it goes without saying that old people are generally evil by nature.


But as with all Forces of Evil, Spinelli had once met his match. The yang to his yin. The Luke to his Vader. Only one student had ever dared to stand up to Spinelli’s reign of terror.


Shane.


Except in all actuality, Shane was more like Han Solo, because he was really a selfish asshole, and everyone loved him for it. He and Spinelli had this Breakfast Club–esque “John Bender meets Assistant Principal Richard ‘Dick’ Vernon” sort of relationship. They hated each other’s guts, and it was epic. Spinelli ruled with an iron fist, and Shane rebelled like he was upending a fascist police state. His pranks were legend. Such examples included:


1. When Shane attached an air horn to the bottom of Spinelli’s swivel seat.


2. When he covered the floor of Spinelli’s classroom with Styrofoam cups of water. (Yes, the whole floor. Every inch.)


3. The granddaddy of them all: When they were reading King Lear, Shane raided the theater dressing room and came to class dressed as the Earl of Kent. What happened next went something like this:


SHANE: (pointing at Spinelli) A knave! A rascal! An eater of broken meats!


SPINELLI: What in the…?


SHANE: A base, proud, shallow, beggarly, three-suited, hundred-pound, filthy, worsted-stocking knave!


SPINELLI: Out! Get out of my classroom!


SHANE: A lily-livered, action-taking knave! A whoreson, glass-gazing, super-serviceable finical rogue!—


It goes on—evidence that Shane had too much free time (he actually memorized those lines), and Shakespeare was an incurable smart-ass.


But this was all aside from the point. The fact of the matter was Spinelli’s insatiable evil could be tolerated today because I was going to kill (figuratively/literally/metaphorically) Aaron Zimmerman, and then everything would be right in the world.


I walked into fifth period. Aaron’s seat was empty.


I sat down. I waited until the bell rang.


Aaron’s seat was still empty.


Mr. Spinelli commenced his lecture on our weekend reading of The Old Man and the Sea. Clearly, Spinelli did not realize that Aaron’s absence had thrown the whole world off its galactic track, and the entire universe was collapsing in the wake of this interstellar disturbance. Suddenly, the sense of purpose and fury and determination and bloodlust that had been accumulating within me—like stormy tides—defused. My purpose melted into a disorienting, unsettling, disappointing puddle of blah.


And I felt lonely again. Because I didn’t have someone to kill.


What.


The.


Hell.


And that’s when I noticed Lacey Hildebrandt, sitting one seat ahead of me to the left. Lacey was all blonde hair, blue eyes, and fair skin, and she dressed like her life was one ongoing photo shoot, wearing avant-garde things like “one-sleeve tops” or “cropped crochet vests” or “cold shoulder jumpers.” Which made the current situation all the more jarring.


She was wearing sweatpants and a hoodie—emphasis on the “hood” because it was pulled all the way over her head. Probably to hide her bloodshot eyes, emphasized by deep purple circles.


She had been crying.


She had been crying a lot.


She was looking straight ahead at Mr. Spinelli as he spoke of the crucifixion imagery in the text, but at the same time, she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking through him.


On the opposite side of class, Lacey’s best friend, Heather Goodman, wasn’t much better. Heather had rich brown hair, freckles, and typically wore eyeliner like a superhero wears a mask—bold, dangerous, mysterious. Today, however, her face was zombified beyond the point of makeup repair.


And then I saw it—the note that left Heather’s hand. It slipped inconspicuously from Mary Smith to Patricia Johnson to Danny Stern to Linda Jones.


It was on a direct path to Lacey.


Spinelli, oblivious to the floating note, read aloud from the novel, “‘Ay,’ he said aloud. There is no translation for this word and perhaps it is just a noise such as a man might make, involuntarily, feeling the nail go through his hands and into the wood.”


I intercepted the note from Elizabeth Darley—just one seat away from Lacey. I wasn’t exactly subtle about it, either. Since my arm was roughly the size of a small tree trunk, my hand snatched it midpass like a shark leaping out of the water.


And now I had successfully garnered the attention of the entire classroom—Spinelli included. He rested the book on his waist and hit me with this look that could best be described as the fiery Eye of Sauron.


“I’m sorry, Cliff,” said Spinelli. “Is my lesson not capturing your vast attention?”


I ignored him and read the note.


Kyle says he’s still not awake. Doctors are saying it’s a coma.


I wasn’t just reading now. I was absorbing it. My eyes scrolled over the words again and again, trying to make sense of it. He? Who the hell was “he”?


My gaze slowly shifted up from the note to Aaron’s empty desk.


“MR. HUBBARD!”


This was the part where Mr. Spinelli was going to tell me to get my punk ass the hell out of his crib and march my shit over to Principal McCaffrey’s office, stat.


I stood up from my seat and marched to the door before he could say anything.


I was out the door, down the hall, and strolling through the main offices.


I opened the door to Principal McCaffrey’s office and marched right in.


Sure enough, she was on Facebook. Watching a cat video. Her laughing smile did this awkward, flustered transition—like, surely no one ever had the nerve to interrupt a cat video—before transforming into her trademark authoritative scowl.


“Dammit, Cliff!” she said. “I swear, if you punched another kid in the face—”


“What happened to Aaron Zimmerman?”


That was probably the last thing in the universe she expected me to say—ranked only slightly above I like eating hair.


McCaffrey’s eyes narrowed. She paused her cat video.


Shit was real.


“Take a seat, Cliff.”


I took a seat.


She interlocked her fingers, squeezing her hands into a tight ball. “Aaron Zimmerman is in a coma.”


Well yeah, I had already gathered that much. McCaffrey didn’t say anything else for a long, seemingly eternal moment of silence. So I prodded her along with an “Okay…”


“He and some friends took a boat out to the lake. They were water-skiing or wake boarding or something. I don’t know. Anyway, Aaron fell in the water—right as another boat was coming along. They didn’t see Aaron and…”

OEBPS/images/005.jpg





OEBPS/images/004.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Acknowledgments



		Discover More



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents











OEBPS/images/003.jpg





OEBPS/images/002.jpg





OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
NEANDERTHAL
OPENS

DOOR
UNIVERSE

PRESTON NORTON

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
sssssssssss





OEBPS/images/001.jpg





OEBPS/images/L02.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY
BOOKS EOR YOUNG READERS





OEBPS/images/9781484798393.jpg
Dy 4 i ! g ¥ | B i
: . : s d

PRESTON NORTON





