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TO ALL THE GIRLS I’VE LOVED BEFORE…


WELL, NOT ALL OF THEM. 


YOU KNOW WHO YOU ARE. 













FALL 













1. FINALLY HITTIN’ IT 



My fist slams into Andre’s ugly face, and he staggers back in shock. 

“Dude, you’re gonna pay for tha—!” he starts to say, but I kick him in the stomach to shut the noise down. He charges me with his head lowered. Everyone knows he’s trying to take the fight to the ground. 

My boys yell, “Get outta there, Carter!” 

I’m already on it. I jump as high as I can and pull my knees up into my chest like I’m about to bust a gainer, and I sail over him. His big arms whiff beneath my Nikes, and he stumbles to the parking lot. I land on the asphalt and spin around, planning my next move. Everyone is shocked that I’m winning this fight. Andre is embarrassed and angry, but I couldn’t care less. I’ve wanted to beat his ass for years, and it’s finally (sort of) happening! 

He was the one kid on summer swim team who I could never beat. I always felt self-conscious in that little swimming suit…but never as much as when I had to stand next to Andre. The SOB had pecs when we were ten years old! And it looked like he was smuggling a Snickers out of the snack bar in his Speedo while I was just working with a Tootsie Roll down there. I never even noticed that I had little boobies and a muffin top until this mutant came along. His overdevelopment and athletic ability aren’t the reasons I dislike him so much, however. Last year, he sold me down the river in an attempt to steal my girlfriend. He’s a d-bag! 

I admit that I initiated my own EPIC FAIL when I told Abby that I loved her and then asked Amber Lee to go to the homecoming dance in the same passing period. A few hours later I made another mistake when I bragged to my boys in the locker room that I’d gone up Abby’s skirt.…That’s on me! But Andre told a band geek about it, knowing full well that the band pipeline would pass the news to the drill team with Google-like speed. Then he broke the locker room code (for a second time) by twisting my words and telling Abby that I’d bragged about having sex with her in a movie theater. I may have implied it, but that’s perfectly acceptable in a locker room, and everyone knows it. 

I broke Abby’s heart that day, but a case could surely be made that Andre made the situation a lot worse and way harder to recover from. Especially after he swooped in and asked Abby to homecoming. Yeah, Amber Lee is super hot, and I did ask her to go to the dance with me, but she tricked me into it just so she could meet up with her scuzzy, parent-not-approved boyfriend, Rusty. Her dad wouldn’t let her go anywhere with ol’ Rusty (I’m not being clever; he’s actually old). I was an easy mark because I’d been in love with Amber for years, and her dad was right to try to keep that dirt-bag away from his angel, because Amber’s now four months preggo with Rusty’s seedy seed. 

Logically, I understand that Andre had nothing to do with Amber Lee getting knocked up, but I’m not feeling logical tonight, so in honor of Amber’s unwanted baby, I give him the sweetest roundhouse kick right in the jaw! 

My boys cheer, “Ohhh, Carter! Where did that even come from?” 

I wish I knew, but I’m just going on instinct here. I’m not thinking; I’m just doing! I’m really focused tonight for some reason (two liters of Mountain Dew), and when I’m focused I’m pretty tough to beat at anything. 

I tag Andre in the ribs as he’s trying to recover from the roundhouse, and then I drive my fist straight into his big nose. Blood sprays all over the place, and everyone laughs, except Andre. 

“Sprrriiinkler, dude!” Bag roars. 

EJ adds, “Don’t get any blood in Carter’s hair, he’ll really freak out!” 

Andre stumbles backward and examines his bloody hands. He starts hopping up and down like he’s getting fired up for a comeback, and grunts, “That’s it, fool! I’m ’bout to mess you up!” 

I accidentally sweep his legs out from under him, but it looks like I totally meant to do it. I flip the hair out of my eyes and mutter, “Bring it, sucka!” as I approach a metal trash can off to the side of the alley. 

Everyone gasps and Andre mutters, “Always knew you was dirty, Carter!” as I raise the can over my head. Everyone cheers as it bounces off his skull with a CLANG. The bleeding from his nose gets worse, but the real problem is the green stuff that’s now draining from his ears (I’m no doctor, but I believe that might be brain fluid). 

EJ yells, “NEXT!” as he pounces onto my back (in real life). I drop the game controller to the carpet and try not to fall down. I was going to toss my hands up in triumph, but I’ve got to use them to keep EJ from choking my neck as he rides me around Bag’s basement and shouts, “Will Friggin’ Carter, the Cinderella story! The Cinderella boy!” 

We’re playing the new version of Mortal Kombat, where the game takes a picture of you and creates a character in your image. My guy is wearing my same jeans, Nikes, and gray Merrian Football T-shirt. He’s got my hair, but he seems skinnier and way goofier than I actually am. Everyone else looks about right, though. Andre’s big nose and trademark buzz cut is perfect. So are his damn muscles. 

I usually suck at video games. My fingers are kind of slow, but it’s my attention span that really gets in the way of greatness. If I practiced more, I’d be better, but my parents have always discouraged this type of achievement. I know some guys who aren’t embarrassed to brag that they played the same game for ten hours and then complain about how sore they are. I enjoy feeling like a champion as much as the next guy, but it seems the better you are at video games, the worse you are at life. 

It’s almost nine on a Saturday night and my whole crew is here: EJ, Bag, Nutt, Doc, Levi, J-Low, Hormone, Andre, Timberlake, The Ding-Dong, Coot, Lt. Dangle, Sloth, Hangin’ Chad, The Devil, and TrimSpa. We are a mash-up of old and new friends, and I really like most of them. I actually came to this party with my sort-of-back-on-again girlfriend, Abby, and I need to remember to check in with her pretty soon. My sister, Lynn, always stresses the fine line between paying attention to a girl and stalking her. You want to blow her off a little, but you don’t need to be an a-hole. 

It’s about time for me to bounce anyway, because this is the time of the night (six beers) when EJ starts to get obnoxious. 

“WHO NEXT?!” he screams, and smacks my butt as I carry him around the room. “Who? Who? Who let an owl into the basement?” He starts cracking up. “BAG! Why do you have an owl? Are you a wizard? Do you go to the Ballwarts School of Wizardry?” 

His sticky hands start pulling my hair, so I ram him into the wall and he lets go. 

“Owwweeee,” he cries as he crumples to the floor. 

Whoops, I may have accidentally hurt him. All of the fake violence really does get to me. 

EJ just lies on the ground for a while. I know he’s all right when he puts on his gay-robot voice and says, “Your love is too rough, Will Carter!” 

I jump on top of him and make him slap himself a few times. I like to beat on him when he can’t defend himself (around six beers). 

There’s an actual party going on upstairs. We can hear the music thumping overhead, and I might even smell some food. My boys and I are sophomores now, and people seem to enjoy our company, but we’re still more comfortable down here playing games and pretending to kick ass than actually getting in the mix. It’s not like we’re frightened. This is just easier. 

Technically, this is Bag’s older sister’s party, so it’s kind of a college gathering. It’s the local junior college, so I don’t think that counts. They all say they’re saving money and that our local JuCo is really good, but I think most of them are scared to leave Merrian. They know they’re cool right here, and there are no guarantees that their coolness will transfer. 

Andre slaps my hand as if he’s a good sport, then wrecks it by saying, “Can’t believe you hit me with a friggin’ trash can. I might have to go steal yo’ girlfriend again! I’m just playin’, dog.” 

“You know it’s not really a joke when you’ve actually done the thing you’re threatening to do, right?” 

“I saw you walk in with Abby, all sly,” he says. 

“I gave her a ride. Nothing sly about—” 

“Ahhhh, you finally hittin’ it?” he asks. 

“No, Dre. We’re not doing this. She just rode my axle pegs.” 

He yells, “Yo, Abby rode Carter’s axle!” 

I cover his mouth and say, “No, no! Shut it down.” 

He wriggles free and asks, “Do you have any idea how many chicks I’ve banged since Abby?” 

“Uhhh, you accidentally made it sound like you and Abby ‘banged’ when everyone knows you didn’t.” 

Andre scoffs, “Well, maybe we did, maybe we didn’t.” 

“You didn’t.” 

He continues, “My point is, I’m not still hung up on her.” 

“Obviously…You just stalk her ‘a little bit’ and notice when she shows up and who she’s with.” 

Andre pushes me and says, “So guess how many!” 

“I don’t recall anyone asking for your stats.” 

He shakes his head like I’ve missed his point. “All I’m saying is, if I’d put in the time that you have…I’d be up on Bag’s mom’s water bed right now surfin’!” 

I try to figure out the surfing reference while I retort, “I haven’t put in any ‘time,’ dog, she and I are friends …and she might be going away to some school in New York City next semester…so…” 

Everyone settles down and EJ says, “Seriously?” 

“Yeah, she told me on the way over. I guess she applied to this farty art school last year and she got in.” 

“Why didn’t she start the school year there?” Bag asks. 

“It’s really expensive and she didn’t get the scholarship she wanted, but the girl they gave it to had a nervous breakdown, so it’s available again.” 

“When would she leave?” Doc inquires. 

“I don’t know. I kind of spaced off while she was talking.” 

They understand that I only get about half of what’s going on most of the time, but they also know how much I care about Abby and how close I am to having sex with her, so they’re kind of bummed out too. 

Nutt exclaims, “Why don’t you go with her?!” 

“To New York City?! I don’t know. Because I didn’t apply to the school, I’m not an art fart, and I’m only fifteen and—” 

“You’re a pussy!” Andre adds. 

Bag says, “You acted in a movie this summer, dude. They’ll let you in. And you don’t need a scholarship because you got paid all that money.” 

“Yeah, but that money is for college.” 

Nutt is from a family of schemers, so he observes, “No, that’s for school. If you went to some Fame high school, maybe you could skip college and just go pro.” 

That sounds nice, but unfortunately, working with Hilary Idaho on a movie allowed me to see how much “going pro” as an actor can screw you up. 

Bag suggests, “Maybe you and Abby could get an apartment together!” 

“Her mom would love that,” Doc scoffs. 

I start to imagine our little love den. It’s in an old building, but it’s nice. Some people call it a loft, but Abby and I call it home. It’s got lots of huge windows and a king-size bed that squeaks when we—

WHACK!!! EJ slaps the back of my neck and says, “You aren’t going to New York City, dumbass! You’d get run over by a taxi on your first day.” 

He may have a point, but I playfully shove him to the ground. “I’ll run over you like a taxi, bitch.” 

“That’s what I said to your mom last night!” he replies. 

I pounce on him. “My mother is a lady, damn it!” 

EJ and I slap each other until Nutt says, “You know, Abby might break you off some good-bye booty if she leaves.” 

“You think?” I hadn’t even considered that this could be a good thing. 

Andre breaks back into the conversation when he yells, “Eleven! I’ve doinked eleven chicks since I got with Abby.” 

I finally let go of EJ and stand up so I can clearly explain to Andre, “Dude, you never ‘got with’ Abby!” 

He says, “Only ’cuz I cheated on her.” 

“But mostly ’cuz you’re a doofus, right?” 

Andre’s cheeks start to turn red, so I punch him in the chest to let him know that I’m kidding (not really). He punches me back a little too hard and gives me a cold stare. It occurs to me that he might really like Abby too, and he’d be upset if she left. All I know is: I don’t want to get into a real-life fight with Andre, because I would lose. Badly. 

Just then, a gang of flip-flops come slapping down the basement steps. I toss the hair out of my eyes to get a better look at thirty painted toes and six tanned feet, shapely calves, and strong thighs descending creaky stairs. Nicky is wearing a miniskirt that you can totally see up. Abby is behind her (in khaki short-shorts) and Amber Lee is bringing up the rear (in frayed Daisy Dukes). Amber’s legs always look great, but everyone is gawking at her swollen belly tonight. I know that we all went silent because of Nicky’s skirt, but it probably seems like we shut up because a pregnant girl just walked in and we’re grossed out. 

Abby breaks the uncomfortable silence. “Hey, what are you geeks doing?” 

Andre replies, “I was just beatin’ Carter’s ass in Mortal Kombat.” 

I’m about to give the actual details of the fight, but stop myself before the dork instincts kick in. I just point to the screen, where the video game image of Andre is still lying on the ground, leaking brain fluid. 

No one says anything else until Amber giggles. “Look what the game did to Carter’s hairdo!” 

Everyone laughs, so I say, “It’s not a hairdo, Amber! You’re the one that got tiger-striped highlights in eighth grade! Remember that?” 

My boys start making fun of me. “You should totally get highlights, Carter! You could be a country singer!” 

So, one of the only things I have to remind me that I was an actor in a movie this last summer is a new “look.” The set stylist felt bad for me because I worked so hard on a film that’s never going to be seen, so she gave me a free haircut. It’s a big deal because she’s like, a grand champion. Her cuts run about five hundred bucks (for people she doesn’t feel sorry for). She didn’t trim that much off, even though I hadn’t had a proper haircut in nine months. (I’d shaved my head for a swim meet in February and then let it grow out so I could slick it back for the spring musical, then the character I played in the movie was supposed to be a homeless kid, so I just let it keep growing. It wouldn’t have looked right if I’d just gone to the barber.) She snipped and clipped for more than an hour and transformed my shaggy-dog mop-top into what my boys call a “flop-do” or a “Skate-Bieber.” I think it looks awesome, but everybody loves to hate. 

They gather around the screen and hopefully recognize that I won the fight. Bag observes, “Your avatar looks like Bon Jovi, dude.” 

Nicky says, “Yeah, but like old Bon Jovi.” 

“Or an anorexic Conan the Barbarian,” Nutt adds. 

Levi yells, “Conan the Gaybarian!” 

“Okay, we get it.” 

My boys don’t like anything out of the ordinary…like private schools or fancy jeans. They view self-expression kind of like a cancer. If they can make fun of it enough, maybe it won’t spread. God forbid this hairdo takes off and people start copying me! They’ve been wearing me down for about a month now. They can tell that I’m getting close to cutting it, because they share DNA with sharks and bees. 

EJ says, “Scary Terry is about to get out of jail, and if he’s been thinking about killing you AND ME for the last six months, I’d prefer it if you didn’t look like a Gossip Girl when we see him for the first time.” 

I push him down again and everyone laughs. 

EJ and I were forced to fight a guy called Scary Terry in the halls of Merrian High last year. Terry is a loon who’d stolen my bike the weekend before. My sister briefly dated the nut ball, and she took it upon herself to bitch him out in front of a bunch of people, so he was already pissed at me when I accidentally ran right into him in the hall. He wanted to fight, but I was obviously not into it. The problem was that all of these kids had gathered around to watch us brawl, and he didn’t want to let them down. He took off his shirt and started to do all these karate moves, and then EJ came up behind me, like, I got your back, no matter what! and I started to think, Why not? But then a teacher showed up and Terry started crying and backing out of the hall brawl. But he was still threatening to kill me at my house later, so I decided to get the fight over with. Allegedly, I called him a pussy for crying. I don’t remember doing it, but I do recall EJ making a kissing noise and Terry dropping him like a Popsicle onto the linoleum. While he was following through with his punch, I knocked Terry out with my five-pound Intro to Science textbook. Terry had been in a few fights before that one, so he had to go to a juvenile detention center for a while. 

Abby tousles my flop-do and says, “You guys, stop! Carter’s hair is so cute!” 

“You’re not helping,” I explain to her. 

EJ jumps up, grabs my hair, and says, “It’s sooo cute, I want to take it out to the shed and get it pregnant!” 

Even Andre knows that EJ just shoved his foot into his mouth. It wouldn’t have been so bad if everyone hadn’t looked at Amber for a reaction and Nicky hadn’t yelled, “EJ! Don’t talk about getting things pregnant in front of Amber Lee! God!” 

EJ and Nicky have an on-again, off-again relationship, kind of like Abby and I do, but unlike us, they have sex…and they kind of hate each other. 

EJ wouldn’t have said something like that if he was sober. But he’s a pretty different dude when he’s had a few drinks. “What’d I tell you about bitchin’ at me in public, Nicky?!” 

She snaps, “And what did I tell you about being a retard, retard?!” 

Amber quietly says, “Okay, I’m leaving. I just wanted to say hello.…I’ll see you boys later.” 

Abby replies, “You don’t have to go,” and shoots me a dirty look as she stops Amber at the foot of the stairs. They’re having a hushed conversation while EJ and Nicky continue to flirt/fight and Doc and Nutt reboot the Mortal Kombat. I’m not sure where to look! I’m worried about Amber’s feelings, but I’m very confused about how all of this just became my fault. Nutt’s avatar looks like an anteater jumping around the TV. But it sounded like EJ just compared Nicky to his mother! I’m dying to see where he’s going with this. 

I’ve always wondered how the flirt/fight works. How can you tear a girl’s heart to pieces and still get booty? I understand this phenomenon as well as I understand tornadoes. Mr. Bestos says tornadoes occur when a cold-weather front runs into a warm-weather front and all the energy gets confused and starts to swirl. But that doesn’t explain the carnage or why they go after trailer parks. EJ and Nicky will keep hurting each other’s feelings until the emotion reaches a fever pitch and someone shuts the other one up with their mouth. It just seems like there’s more magic to these events than actual science. 

Amber and Abby head up the stairs, and I decide to follow them because I’d follow Abby’s butt almost anywhere, and they say the safest place to be during a tornado is right in the center. I may be thinking of a hurricane, but I need to deal with whatever this is before it gets out of control. 

A DJ is jamming some old 70’s funk, and the house is packed with people sort of dancing. A bunch of the seniors from last year decided that they want to be DJs; they’re not even going to JuCo. They’re way too committed to “the music”…and living in their parents’ basements. I’m not really friends with a lot of these people, but I’m down with a few cool ones. Bag’s older sister Kammie (known as Pam when she’s in a swimsuit) dances up to me as I watch Abby and Amber salmoning their way toward the front door. I should tell Kammie, “I’m too busy to drool over you right now!” but I’m unable to speak because she’s showing a fair amount of cleavage tonight. 

“What’s goin’ on, heartbreaker?” she asks. 

Kammie is the exception to the rule that only dorks go to JuCo. She’s majoring in public relations and plans to become a reality TV star or marry a professional athlete; I don’t think you need Harvard for that. 

“I’m cool…you know…just maxin’ and re—” 

She cuts me off. “I saw Amber Lee crying. Did you guys call her fat or something?” 

“Uhhh, no. We just kind of ignored her.” 

She makes a face like, That’s way worse! 

As I turn away from the cleavage, I run into a wall of muscle. My sister’s boyfriend, Nick Brock, is one of the graduated seniors who has left for college. He’s on a full scholarship to play football for Nebraska. He’s home for the weekend because he didn’t make the travel team. Which is insane! He lifts me off the ground as if I’m a rag doll and almost slams me into the ceiling. “What’s up, you hippie?!” 

I try not to sound whiny when I say, “S’uuup, Niiiick?” 

Lynn appears from Nick’s shadow. “Put him down! Carter, did one of you little cretins say something mean to Amber Lee?” 

“No, none of us said anything to her!” 

She rolls her eyes around so aggressively that I worry they’re going to fall out of her head. 

I point to the front door as it slams behind a pair of khaki short-shorts. “I was just trying to catch up to her and Abby right now!” 

Lynn takes a dramatic breath, contemplating her next statement. She usually gives great advice, so it’s probably worth the wait. She’s a selective feminist, which means she cares deeply about women’s rights but has no patience for girls who wear sport sandals. I know it’s difficult for her to look out for me the way she does, but she has always felt a responsibility to do so. She’s never allowed my mom to buy me Under Armour gear or cowboy boots (even though I know I would look awesome in them). She tries to keep people from seeing what a geek I really am, and she’s tried extra hard to help me win Abby back. 

“You need to slow down, turbo!” she orders. “What have we talked about when you feel yourself rushing into situations?” 

I’m silent for a moment, so she continues. “Exactly. We take a breath and try to see the problem from the other person’s perspective.” 

“Well, I can see that she’s mad at me, but I don’t know why, and she might be going away to some private school in New York, and she’s pissed because she thinks we were mean to Amber…and they’re getting away.…” 

She shoots Nick a look of shame before she says, “Just stop! Give ’em a few minutes. First of all, you’re not going to try to stop her from going away to school, are you?” 

“No.” 

“My brother will not be the guy who stops a woman from pursuing her dreams!” she barks. 

“I am not—” 

“Amber lives a few blocks from here, so they’re probably headed over there,” she explains. “And Abby’s mad at guys in general, not you. You’re all obsessed with sex, but as soon as there are consequences to your actions you all freak out. Abby is obviously frustrated with her friend’s situation. I heard that Amber and Rusty are living with her dad.” 

Both Nick and I say, “Yikes!” at the same time. I assume Nick is picturing himself eating the last bowl of Mr. Lee’s favorite cereal and getting his balls cut off for it, because that’s what I’m doing. 

My sister continues, “So just let them talk about what a bunch of jerks you guys are, and then show up at Amber’s house in fifteen minutes with some Diet Cokes like you’re the exception to the rule.” 

Nick gives me a fist bump (ouch) and says, “Like me.” 

Lynn’s eyeballs get another workout as she says, “Yeah, just like this one…who doesn’t call for three straight days!” 

“My phone was broken!” Nick protests. 

I’m really going to miss her when she leaves for college next year. And she will be leaving, though I don’t think Nebraska is very high on her list. She loves Nick, but a good football program is not one of her priorities. She seems to be looking for things to get pissed at him about lately. 

I give Nick a good-luck nod and head for the kitchen to steal some Diet Cokes from Bag’s fridge. 

Lynn knows that I’m in love with Abby, but she’s warned me to keep that crap to myself. According to my sister, Abby is not a very good starter girlfriend. She’s too smart, tough, and beautiful to put up with my playa training wheels. Lynn has always advised a tightrope approach. I’m allowed to show my love for Abby, but not say it out loud or cry in front of her or anything. Apparently, weakness pushes strong girls away. This is problematic if you’re a boy who finds himself crying all the time. And I feel like a gymnast, just swinging around on this damn tightrope. 

I remember a time when Lynn was a freshman and she was totally into this guy Rhett. She’d get all giddy whenever he called, and she tried on fifteen different outfits just to meet up with him at the mall. Then ol’ Rhett had the nerve to buy her flowers or a teddy bear or something and she completely shut him down. She tried to explain it to me like, “It’s not the gifts, Will, it’s the timing!” but I was only in seventh grade so I didn’t get it. But I’m starting to see why Nick doesn’t return her calls right away and why he doesn’t do everything she asks him to do. Sure, she gets mad at him, but she stays interested as well. I guess I don’t have to understand the power of the tightrope; I just have to try to stay on the damn thing. 

As I head for the door, Lynn reminds me, “Ask Amber questions about her health…and don’t forget to listen!” 

I’m feeling good as I step outside. I know that swooping in with these Diet Cokes is going to get me closer to having sex with Abby than if I rolled up in a Ferrari. All I’ve got is a bicycle and a dream. How the hell am I going to ride with these stupid cans in my hand? I’m standing on the porch, looking down at my bike and trying to work out the geometry equation…when Scary Terry Moss comes walking up the driveway! He’s alone and seems like any other teenager with a buzz cut and thugged-out clothes. He’s got three lines shaved into his left eyebrow. His look suggests he’s ready to dance but might also have a gun in his pocket. Nobody was trying to be ironic when they saddled him with the nickname “Scary Terry.” 

You might also think he’s one of those annoying aspiring rapper dudes, the way he’s talking to himself, but I don’t think he’s working out a rhyme. He’s having a serious discussion…with himself. If it happens to rhyme, it’s just a coincidence. It appears that juvie didn’t help with the crazies. 

He doesn’t see me, but a girl standing in the doorway says what I’m thinking: “Oh, nooo!” 










2. FIGHT OR FLIGHT 



I drop the sodas, and of course one of them blasts open and sprays suds all over the place. I don’t know if Terry saw, because all of a sudden I’m pulled back into the house like a stunt man in a Jackie Chan movie. Nick’s big arms are wrapped around me as if I’m a football and he’s rushing for a touchdown. We hustle through the crowded living room and down a hallway before dashing into the little bathroom. I kick the door closed as he’s setting me down. Nick tries to latch the worthless lock, and I tell him, “Dude, you gotta push in and then twist!” 

He seems panicked when he replies, “No, it’s this button!” 

I don’t want to criticize a guy while he’s rescuing me, but I have to explain, “That button hasn’t worked since this ratty house was new.” 

“I used to date Kammie, I know this lock!” he replies. 

“And I’ve taken at least a hundred dumps here, Nick!” 

I stop my own ridiculous argument to ask, “What the hell are we gonna do?” and “When did he get out of jail?” and “Do you think he’s still mad at me?” 

“I don’t know. Just hang out in here for a second and I’ll try to find out,” Nick says. 

“Y-y-you’re leaving me?! I mean, I should warn EJ…don’t you think?” 

A girl’s voice comes from nowhere and says, “Excuuuse me!” 

We both jump and turn to find a chick hunched over on the toilet with her pants pulled down. We apologize, but we don’t leave. I say to Nick, “Yo, we’ve got to fix that lock.” 

“Focus, Carter!” he barks. “Get in the shower. Lynn’ll warn your boys; I’m gonna figure out what’s up with Terry.” 

I climb into the shower. My heart is pounding out of my chest. Nick is probably just earning points with his girlfriend here, but I’m stoked that he’s involved. He rushes out the door, but the drunk girl stays put, and I’m feeling a little awkward. 

Eventually she clears her throat and asks, “Did, did he locked the door?” 

“Uh…I don’t think it matters.” 

“Are you guys playin’ hide-and-seek?” she asks. 

Drunks are retarded. “No, Scary Terry Moss just walked in.” 

“Ohhhh,” she slurs. “He’s in juvie, right?” 

“He’s obviously not anymore.” 

She lets that sink in before asking, “You’re hiding from him?” 

I don’t say anything to that one. 

She adds, “He’s cute.” 

“So are pit bulls.” 

“That’s what I mean,” she says. “He’s got abs!” 

“Yeah, crazy people are almost always ripped.” 

She continues, “I saw him fight in the hall, at school. I think it’s why he got sent to juvie. It was right next to my locker.” 

“Yeah, I was there too.” 

“You were?!” she asks. “I’m Cher…Chery-llal…HA! OMG, I drank so much, I can’t even say my name! Cheryl…Cheryl. Yes! He was, he was punching himself in the face, right?! And his shirt was off, and he’s got abbbsss!” 

“Yeah, we covered that.” 

She keeps going. “Then these little freshman pricks started making fun of him and shi—” 

“What? No, we…no, they didn’t.” 

“Yu-huh! I thought you were there, man? They called him a ‘scared bitch’!” And the bigger one, like, taunted him with a kissing noise and got punched the fu—Wait a minute! Peek your head back out here!” 

Other reasons I don’t like drunks: They’re shameless. And they’re easy to underestimate. I open the curtain, and she gasps. “I knew it was…You sucker punched him with a textbook!” 

“You really think we were picking on him?” 

She closes her eyes for a second and leans back on the toilet tank before she jerks forward and barks, “Yes! Hell, yeah! He was crying and then he had to go to jail over it. You guys were the a-holes!” 

I don’t even know what to say. I can’t just discount this as the ramblings of a drunk on the toilet, because this is her memory of something that took place six months ago. 

We just hang out in silence for a moment, and I wonder if Terry has a right to be mad at me. Maybe I was an a-hole. Kids who didn’t know me really started to respect me after that, and I was kind of proud of the outcome of the fight. Maybe I should just go out there and apologize to Terry. I wonder if that would make it all better. 

“A-a-are you about to wrap it up out there, Cheryl?” I ask. 

She laughs. “I can’t remember if I went. I fell asleep.” 

I lean out of the shower and turn on the sink faucet. As the water starts to run, her body remembers what to do and she starts to tinkle. She says, “Thanks…you’re sweetie.” Then she rips a monster fart that echoes off of the bowl. “Whoops!” She giggles. 

“Yeah! Go ahead and drop a deuce. I’m not trapped in here or anything.” 

She tells me to shut up as she flushes. I gawk out of my polyurethane prison to watch her struggling to stand and untwist her panties. She finally gets them under control, but the jeans are giving her trouble, too. She’s got the coordination of a baby horse, but her panties are kind of cute—black, boy-cut (Victoria’s Secret, summer catalog, pages 7–9). Her booty is not as nice as Abby’s, but it’s right there, and that is awesome! “These pants are sooo tight!” she complains. 

With so much going on, I really shouldn’t be turned on right now, but I’ve yet to find an OFF switch on this thing. I finally decide to take pity on her and offer some assistance. I step out of the tub and say, “You’re standing on your pant leg.” 

I grab the back of her waistband—just as my sister and Nick come barging back into the bathroom. “What the hell are you doing?!” Lynn barks. I panic and fall into Cheryl…whose jeans are still stuck at mid-thigh. Nick raises his eyebrows in shock (or playa admiration). 

Then six more dudes barge into the small room and ram Nick into Lynn, who pushes me into Cheryl again. All of their eyes immediately lock on to the exposed black panties. 

Bag cheers, “Carter, you old dog!” as he shuts the door. 

Lynn considers slapping him, but instead lifts me off of Cheryl and tries to assist her with her pants. Nick tries to get us back on track by saying, “Yo, we have a problem.” 

Other than the obvious: ten people in a two-person bathroom. Lynn explains, “Terry is still mad at you and crazy as a loon!” She buttons Cheryl up as if she’s dealing with a toddler. 

EJ asks, “Mad at who? Me or Carter?” 

“I didn’t ask about you, idiot!” Lynn yells. “But it’s not much of a stretch to think that you’re somewhere on his list. Surely, you guys can see this isn’t about you. It’s about him still being in love with me!” 

Even Cheryl rolls her eyes at that. Nick looks back at me and says, “Just stay out of his sight, man, and it shouldn’t be a problem.” 

EJ asks, “Nick, don’t you think Carter should just fight him again and get it over with?” 

“And where are you in this plan, wingman?!” I ask EJ. 

“Right behind you, like always!” EJ says. 

“Back that thang up, boy!!!” Nutt laughs. 

Bag smacks EJ’s ass and says, “You love gettin’ behind dudes, don’t you, E?” 

EJ grasps for Bag’s nipple and replies, “I’ve had just about enough of your lip, young man—” 

Lynn starts hitting us like a mom at the supermarket. “You idiots better straighten up! You do not want to mess with Terry Moss!” 

“Nick, you said if I stood up to him last year that he’d like, r-r-respect me and we’d become sorta friends?” I ask. 

“Well, yeah,” he explains, “but you knocked him out in front of the whole school, and then he had to go to juvie for six months. I also fought him three times before we became friends.” 

I clarify. “He went to jail because he knocked out EJ, not because I hit him!” 

“I wasn’t knocked out!” EJ barks. 

“Duuude, we were all there,” J-Low says. 

“You were twitching and gurgling like a baby!” Doc adds. 

Even Cheryl goes, “True that.” 

“He looked like a dog running in his sleep,” Levi says. 

Nutt says, “Remember how swollen his lips were? Like Angelina Jolie on ’roids!” 

We all laugh at EJ until Nick asks Bag, “Does this window open?” 

“Yeah, it really stinks in here!” EJ says. 

“Carter, did you crap your pants?” Bag asks. 

“No, that chick was takin’ a dump. And Nick is thinking of how to get out of here, not—” 

Cheryl gasps. “I was NOT taking a dump, you little—” 

“Sorry, I forgot you were still here. She did not poop, she just farted really loud.” 

My sister whacks me on the back of the head, and my boys crack up as Cheryl pushes her way out of the crowded room, muttering, “You’re a jerk!” 

My boys mock her in high voices: “Carter, you are a jerk!” 

Bag pries the window open and climbs through it, landing in the backyard. 

Nutt snaps his fingers and yells, “You should pay him off! Even psychos like cash.” 

EJ agrees, “Yeah, Richie Rich, give him some of that movie money!” 

“That’s ridiculous, and I don’t have any—” 

Doc says, “I thought you got paid a buttload to be in that movie.” 

“I did, but it was like, too much. My parents put it all in a savings account, and I can only access a little bit at a time.” 

“Don’t make out like you’re poor, though,” Lynn says. “You have that debit card, and they give you two hundred bucks a month.” 

“Shut up,” I scold. 

My boys gasp. “You do?!” 

Great, I’ll be buying everyone’s snacks and movie tickets until graduation. 

“Well, I spent all of my money for this month and next, so I really don’t have any, and I don’t think Terry—” 

Bag sticks his head back through the window and asks, “What did you spend it on, Carter?” 

“On stuff I needed!” I grumble. 

EJ pipes up. “He accidentally joined a whole group of porn sites.” 

“What?” Lynn barks. 

My boys laugh…the kind of laughter that you only get if you’ve been in the exact situation. 

“You hit the ‘watch full video’ button, didn’t you?” Bag asks. “You greedy bastard!” 

“You’re sick!” Lynn says. “Don’t ever touch my laptop again.” 

“Always delete your history,” J-Low adds, like he’s making a public service announcement. “Just make a habit of it.” 

Doc starts to do an impression of my mom looking at the Road Runner bill, but I cut him off by yelling, “Yo, we gotta get outta here!” 

Doc worms out next and falls into the yard. It feels pretty crappy to have your tail between your legs, but it’s always nice to have your boys with you. Of course they make fun of the way I climb out the window. “Stop dry-humping my house, Carter,” Bag says. 

“Don’t ever become a burglar,” EJ adds. 

“You guys are dicks,” I say, tumbling into the backyard. 

A few people are smoking and laughing at us as the rest of my crew jumps into the grass. The smokers probably don’t know that Scary Terry is here and think we’re up to some run-of-the-mill tomfoolery, not running for our lives. We creep around the house, and I look in all the windows as we go. My sister and Nick are talking to Kammie in the kitchen, and we’re pretty sure somebody is having sex in Bag’s bed. He’s so mad, but we won’t allow him to yell at them. There is no sign of Terry Moss. My heart is pounding with fear, but shame and guilt are also in the mix, so my stomach hurts. I probably shouldn’t have eaten that whole bag of Doritos and sleeve of Chips Ahoy or drunk that two liters of Mountain Dew. I start wondering again if it was wrong to hit Terry with a textbook…even if he is crazy…especially if he’s crazy? Was I defending myself or beating up a handicapped guy? 

As we peek around the side of the house, I whisper to EJ, “Hey, you know that girl in the bathroom?” 

“The hammered one with the black boy-cut panties?” he asks. 

“Yeah, she was there, at our fight with Terry, and she actually thought that we were picking on him.” 

“WHAT?!” 

“Shhh!” I say. “That’s what she said! What if we just go up to him and apologize?” 

EJ retorts, “Yeah, but he’s crazy…like the Joker in the Batman movies. He just wants chaos.” 

“Maybe they changed him in juvie?” 

He whispers, “I don’t think that’s what they do. They just try to teach them how to be plumbers and not kill each other. I bet he’s gotten worse.” 

“You’re not helping.” 

“I’m just keepin’ it real,” he says. “But if you want to walk up to him, I’ve got your back.” 

We’re all attempting to hide behind a tree that wouldn’t even cover one guy, so we start laughing. Bag and Nutt are doing ninja somersaults and Doc starts climbing the little tree. No one is taking this retreat seriously except me. I pick up my bike and glance around nervously. EJ swats at my bangs and whispers, “If you don’t get your hair cut soon, I’m gonna have to start calling you Floppio. I’m not kidding.” 

Before I can throw a leg over my seat post, the screen door on Bag’s house crashes open and Nick Brock tumbles out. His huge arms are wrapped completely around a squirming Terry Moss as he yells, “Calm down, bro! It’s not gonna happen! Carter, get outta here!” 

Terry starts dragging the two-hundred-and-fifty-pound linebacker. He scans the yard with wild eyes and finds my boys and me frozen like deer in headlights. 

He screeches, “CARTER?!” 

Against my better judgment, I drop my bike into the grass and try to take a deep breath. My dad always says, An apology never hurts anyone and usually helps everyone. 

But Nick seems to have the better insight for this situation. He yells, “RUN!” 

I’m walking in reverse when I say, “Terry, I believe I owe you an—” 

“Come here, boy!!!” Terry yells. 

I feel my fight-or-flight instincts kick in. I’m so proud that my hands instinctively draw up to protect my head. I’m a fighter, after all. But I’ve really got the urge to flap my elbows like a chicken and attempt a takeoff! 

Kids are pouring out of the house to watch the ruckus. Terry doesn’t disappoint. He wriggles free of Nick’s grasp and spins around to punch him in the mouth. It’s a hollow, smacking noise and sounds nothing like the Mortal Kombat game. 

I’ve almost backed myself into the street, so I’ve got a great view. From the ground, Nick grabs Terry’s shirt. Terry jumps like a scared cat before he viciously punts his friend in the ribs. The thud of the contact and the groan Nick makes are awful. A girl screams, and it’s like a starter pistol in my head. 

I take off running, leaving my boys for dead. Terry starts to chase me. I glance over my shoulder just as my sister flies out of nowhere and jumps onto Terry’s back like an angry monkey. She fishhooks the side of his mouth and takes the screaming boy all the way down to the grass. How am I such a pussy if that is my sister? How can I leave my friends like this? I don’t know, but I’m sure doing it, and fast! 

I’m usually kind of slow, but with my life on the line I’m pretty speedy! I’m imagining how bad I’ll feel if Terry hurts my sister or one of my friends, but I keep running like a coward. The thought of Terry mowing me down with his old Cutlass keeps my feet churning, but I don’t hear anything except the sound of my heart pounding out of my chest. I’ve probably run about a mile when I finally allow myself to slow down. I try to catch my breath, but it won’t be caught. I’ve run sprints a million times, but I’ve never actually run for my life before—this is some cardio, dude! 

A wave of frustrated emotion washes over me, and I double over to start sobbing when Abby’s voice floats out of the darkness. “Carter?” 

“Nuuuaaahhh!!!” I gasp, and leap into the air. “Hi there! S’up? S’up?!” 

Dang it! I appear to be standing right in front of Amber Lee’s house. They must’ve just arrived, because Abby, Nicky, and Amber are standing on the steps of the front porch. It seems as if I’ve chased them down to say something important, but I can only gasp, “Running! Running is hard!” 

Abby replies, “Are you okay? What’s going on?” 

“H-h-hell yeah. I uh…uh…” I don’t really want to get into how I just ran away from a fight, so I stutter, “I uh, I w-w-was coming over here to bring you some diet…to apologize…to Amber, for the way we acted, or uh, re-reacted in the basement. We’re just not cool enough to deal with the…baby situation, I think. We’re just like, really focused on sex, you know? Like all the time…That’s, that’s what we’re doing when you came down the stairs. We weren’t having sex, that sounded weird. But all of your legs were out and it was more about Nicky’s skirt than…and yoouu…and your, uh, bump are, you know, they’re really throwing a wrench into our sex machines.” 

Abby has a hopeful look on her face, as if she’s sure I’m about to get to something good, but Nicky and Amber seem skeptical as I clear my throat and continue. “You see, uh, pregnancy is like a consequence of the action we want to be doing all the time, and we’re not ready to handle that yet. I mean we’re ready physically, like our sperm can probably do it, but our brains are like, AHHHHHHH!!! You know?” 

The girls are looking at me with disgust. Amber Lee asks, “You think I’m ready to handle this?” 

“No, I really don’t.” 

She laughs. “Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, Carter.” 

“Sorry, I’ve been running. But I’m sure you’ll figure it out, and I, uh, wasn’t trying to compare my boys and I’s issues with what you and Rusty are dealing with. I-I-I was just attempting to make an excuse for being rude and I wanted to apologize for it. The rudeness.” 

The girls are backlit and staring down at me like hot assassins. All the sudden I see Abby’s teeth, as if she’s smiling. Maybe I said something good. 

Amber tosses her hair and says, “Well, thank you. I appreciate that. I’ve never known what it felt like to be an outcast.” 

“Well, I’m an expert, so…” 

Abby defends me. “No you’re not.” 

I wipe some sweat off my face, and Nicky asks, “You ran all the way over here just to say that?” 

“Yep…Nope…I was gonna walk over and bring you some Diet Cokes and say something like that, but then Scary Terry showed up at the party and I fumbled the Cokes and there was a brawl, and Nick Brock told me to run, and what am I gonna do, disobey him?” 

I tell them about the fight until a police siren starts wailing in the distance. We all know where they’re headed, so Amber says, “Let’s get you inside.” 

I’ve never been inside Amber’s or any other pregnant girl’s house. I bet there’s some weird baby stuff already set up, and a funny smell. I know her dad has guns and probably hates boys more than ever, but I accept the invitation just to get off the street. 

I step in and gasp. “Wow, your house is really nice.” 

It smells like flowers and has high ceilings and dark wood floors and cool lights. 

“Why do you sound so surprised?” Amber asks. “My dad made a lot of this stuff.” She guides us into the kitchen and we sit down on old red lunch counter stools. 

Abby says, “Haven’t you been here before?” 

“I’ve never made it past the porch. Amber’s dad doesn’t just make cool furniture, he also intimidates people.” 

Amber and Abby smile. Nicky is not in the mood. She snottily says, “So where are the other dwarfs?” 

“I thought they were right behind me, but…” 

She continues, “So you just ditched them? You left them to deal with a psycho who was looking for you?” 

I don’t know what to say. Thankfully, Abby says, “Nicky, you don’t need to be a bitch all the time. Nick Brock told him to run.” 

“Nicky’s right, though, I shouldn’t have just taken off,” I say. 

Abby argues, “Carter, you did the smart thing. You were the catalyst of the situation. The fight probably stopped when you left.” 

She really shouldn’t call me smart, because I can’t remember what catalyst means, but I don’t say anything. 

Nicky scoffs. “If the fight stopped, what do you think those sirens are about, Abby?” 

“Carter doesn’t have anything to prove to anyone!” Abby snaps. 

I nod in agreement, but I feel like even more of a wuss being defended like this. I also know that if I hadn’t bumped into these girls, I’d be crying in the street right now. 

It’s quiet for a second when Amber asks, “Do you want a Diet Coke?” 

“I’d better not. I already had a two-liter of Mountain Dew.” 

“Why were you gonna bring us Diet Cokes, then?” Amber asks. 

“I don’t know…Oh, hey, how are you feeling, Amber? My sister wanted me to ask…because I want to know…how you’re holding up…physically and all that.” 

She laughs and then tells me a bunch of gross stuff that I don’t want to know. She describes an “abnormality” in her “fallopian tubes,” and I try really hard not to puke or make a face. Then she shows me a sonogram picture of the baby. It looks like she’s pregnant with a sea horse, but I don’t say that. It’s kind of sci-fi cool, actually. The four of us eventually start gabbing like old friends. We talk about how “swollen and sore” Amber’s boobs are, and I am only slightly aroused! 

The conversation intensifies when we start to discuss baby names. Amber is all excited when she explains, “Well, Rusty and I are thinking Thor or Cadillac if it’s a boy! And Dandy-Lion or Lilo if it’s a girl!” 

I think those are all fantastic choices and absolutely hilarious, but Abby can’t handle it. “What?! You can’t do that!” 

“When you have a baby, you can name it something boring!” Amber yells. “But we want our child to reflect our values and aspirations!” 

“Values?” Abby gasps. “How does Dandy-Lion—” 

“It’s nontraditional and artistic!” Amber replies. 

Abby is forced to drop the subject because the baby-daddy enters the house looking like a defeated mud wrestler. Rusty’s covered in grease from working at Lee Auto Body. He dropped out of high school so that he could work full-time and save up enough money to move Amber out of this very nice house and into some crappy apartment off Merrian Lane. I thought the Merrian Gardens required each tenant to have at least two illegitimate children and one nonworking car, but maybe they’ll make an exception because Amber and Rusty are so young. 

Rusty stomps up the stairs when Amber’s dad waddles in the front door. I’d love to ask him, “What’s up, Doc?” because he looks exactly like Yosemite Sam, but I just stand and say, “Hello, Mr. Lee.” 
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