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‘You are worth more than a thousand
perfect notes.’
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What he wants most in the world is to cut off his own hands.

At the wrist would be best. That hollow tiredness that stretches from fingertips to elbow would be gone for ever. How sick is that? There must be something seriously – dangerously – wrong if he can lie on his rock-solid mattress at night and think about lopping off limbs and using bloodied stumps to write ‘HA!’ on the walls. He’d be a scene out of a horror movie.

And he’d be free. Because, without hands, he’s worthless to her.

To the Maestro.

His mother.

But the entire handless daydream would require action instead of fantasising, and he’s not so good at that. Even stupid small stuff – like spontaneously detouring by an ice creamery on the way home from school and treating his little sister to a double whipped fudge cone instead of keeping the strict time schedule the Maestro demands – is impossible. He won’t even try something like that. Why? A taste of fudge and freedom isn’t worth it?

No.

He’s just not made for rebellion or risks.

Fantasising is all he’s good for. Sick dreams of mutilation, apparently. Which hand would he even cut off? Right? Or left?

It scares Beck Keverich – the way he thinks sometimes.

His digital clock reads 5:12. Still dark. Still cold. It’s always easier to batter his way out of bed in summer, but now that autumn has wrapped bare, twiggy fingers around the universe, his alarm clock feels like it’s shrieking in the middle of the night. And he should’ve been up twelve minutes ago.

It’s surprising the Maestro hasn’t rattled his door to roar at his laziness.

Beck peels his head off the pillows. He wishes he could dissolve into them. Did he even sleep last night? His wrists ache like he’s been juggling blocks of cement. Did he quit at eleven? Midnight?

His fingers moan, it was midnight, you fool. They also say get us warm and let us rest this morning and even we’re going to curl into a fist and punch the wall until we shatter. His fingers are cantankerous like that.

Beck rubs his hands together, blows on his numb fingers and curses broadly to the universe – because it’s quicker than being specific about the depths of his loathing of the Maestro right now. Then he approaches the object of his doom, his life, his worth.

He slams the piano lid open.

The Steinway upright is the sole glory of his room. Not that there’s much else in the room. He has a bed that feels like snuggling rocks, broken blinds on the windows, a wardrobe of second-hand clothes and shoes held together with duct tape and hope – and a twenty-thousand-dollar piano.

As the Maestro says, ‘A good piano is all the hope I have that mein Sohn will improve his schreckliche music.’

Beck only spent his toddler years in Germany, but stayed bilingual by necessity – he needs to know when his mother is sprinkling burning insults over his head. Although her curled lips and glares also speak volumes.

Schreckliche means terrible. Awful.

It’s a summary of Beck.

You are an awful pianist. Your music has no future. You have no talent. Why don’t you play faster, better, clearer? Why do you hit the wrong notes all the time? Are you doing it on purpose areyouplayingbadlyonpurposeyouworthlesslittle—

‘You suck, kid,’ Beck says calmly to himself. ‘So work.’

It’s his routine pep talk to get motivated in the cold pre-dawn darkness. Now for staccato notes. Double fifth scales. Diminished seventh exercises. Fumbled notes. Trills for his iced fingers to fall across.

He’ll wake the Maestro – although she’s probably already awake and seething that he started late – and his little sister. He’ll wake the neighbours, who hate him, and he’ll start the local dogs howling. He’ll shake the sleep from the weeds strangling the footpath, and the broken glass from some drunken brawl, and the homeless who lurk in the dank non-kid-friendly neighbourhood playground.

By 8 a.m. Beck’s fingers will feel like flattened noodles and his eyelids will be coated in cement.

And all the time, he dreams of sawing off his hands or even his ears.

Of walking out and never coming back.

He dreams of utter silence – so then the tiny kernel of music inside him could be coaxed to life. It’s unbelievably noisy in his head, noisy with songs of his own creation. But since the Maestro will have none of it, it stays locked away.

Play the music on the paper. No one cares about the songs in your head.

His bedroom door crashes open and his little sister appears with a howl like a wildcat.

Joey is a tumbleweed of wire and jam stains, set on maximum speed and highest volume. She’s exhausting just to look at.

‘IT’S FIFTEEN MINUTES TILL WE GO,’ Joey bellows. She solemnly believes Beck can’t hear anything else when he’s on the piano. He can hear, he just can’t multitask and answer.

His cyclone of music fades and silence pours over Beck’s fingers. Relief. By this point, if Chopin walked into the room, Beck would throttle him with a shoelace. He hates these pieces the Maestro demands he learn.

It’s past eight. He’s not even dressed or had breakfast.

‘I hate Mondays,’ he mutters and reaches for his school shirt. At least when one lives in a room the size of a broom closet everything is in easy reach.

Joey’s face puckers. ‘It’s not Monday.’

‘Every day is Monday.’ A perpetual string of Mondays – he does belong in a horror film.

It takes his aching fingers two tries to get the buttons.

‘I made you lunch,’ Joey says, spider-climbing up his doorframe. ‘A surprise lunch. A scrumptious surprise lunch.’

‘That sounds … terrifying.’ Beck balls his holey pyjama shirt and throws it at her face. She gives an indignant squeak and drops from the walls.

To prove his point – OK, fine, because Joey loves a good show of theatrics – Beck drops to his knees, clasps his hands together, and wails like an impaled porpoise. She’s giggling before he even starts to beg.

‘Don’t punish me. Please. What have I done to deserve this torment?’

‘It’s not torment!’ Joey says, indignant. ‘I’m a scrumptious cook. Even if you’re a bad brother for being late yesterday.’

That would be on account of his English teacher, Mr Boyne, having a flare up of I-care-about-your-horrible-grades-so-I’m-going-to-bawl-you-out-to-prove-it, which included a demanded display of Beck’s comprehension of the text. The ‘comprehension’ was, of course, non-existent. Hence Beck was late to pick up Joey.

The preschool teacher, whose face reminded him of a king crab, snapped at him about ‘responsibilities’, too.

‘If I was a witch, I’d turn you into a toad,’ Joey says, confidentially, ‘’cause everyone gets mad when we gotta go to the city for you, and Mama says we’re going again soon.’

Beck cringes. There’s a state championship coming up to obligingly stress everyone. Oh joy. And failure, with the Maestro hanging over his shoulder, is not an option.

‘But I’d turn you back into a boy someday,’ Joey says, warming up. ‘’Cause I like you, even if you always play the same notes over and over and over, because Mama says you’re a Schwachkopf—’

Beck covers her mouth. ‘OK, calm down. My delicate self-worth can only take so much. Is the Maestro already foaming at the mouth?’

Joey glares from behind his hand.

He removes it. ‘I’m sorry I play the same song so much. I’m – practising. For that big concert.’ Practise, or the Maestro’s fury will know no bounds.

‘Lean close,’ Joey says, ‘and I’ll whisper I forgive you in your ear.’

Beck does without thinking. But she jumps on him, yowling like a kitten made of cacti, and Beck goes down in a tangle of shirtsleeves and mismatched buttons.

She’s only his half-sister – the Maestro has an affinity for short relationships that end in screaming fits and neither he nor Joey knew their fathers – but Joey’s a pocketful of light in his gloomy existence. He has to love her twice as hard to make up for the sin of hating his mother.

Predictably, breakfast is cornflakes with a side dish of disapproval.

Has there ever been a time when the Maestro didn’t greet him with a glare?

She sits in a corner of their tiny kitchen with squash-coloured décor that probably looked trendy thirty years ago. Who is Beck kidding? That shade of yellow never looked good. A single piece of burnt buttered toast sits next to her mug of coffee. The table can seat three, if no one minds bumping elbows, but as usual it’s flooded with the Maestro’s sheets of music. She tutors musicianship and theory at the university. Beck wonders how often her students cry.

Beck slinks past, telling himself he did everything right. She has nothing to erupt about. It’ll be OK – totally OK.

He reaches for two bowls as Joey bangs around his legs, prattling about how she’s going to be a chef when she grows up.

‘And I’m gonna call my restaurant –’ she sucks in a deep breath to yell ‘– JOEY’S GOODEST GRUB.’ She jabs her spoon into Beck’s ribs to get his attention. ‘That’s a great name, right?’

‘Yow – yes.’ He snatches the spoon off her.

He fills Joey’s bowl with cornflakes first, which leaves him with the mostly smashed flake dust. With milk, it’ll become sludge. Brilliant. He sets Joey’s bowl on her pink plastic kiddie table in the corner, and eats his while leaning on the fridge.

Joey launches into a detailed description of what her chef apron will look like – something about it being shaped like a unicorn – which exactly no one listens to.

Beck watches the Maestro’s red pen whip over the music. The students’ work looks like something has been murdered over it.

Beck checks the plastic bag with his squashed sandwich. Joey has a thing about making his lunch. He sniffs it and detects peanut butter, tomato sauce and – are those raw pasta shells? Maybe he’d rather not know.

‘You’ll be late.’ The Maestro’s voice is deep and raspy. Even if she didn’t have the temperament of a bull, she’s an intimidating-looking woman. Broad-shouldered, six foot, with a crop of wiry black hair like a bristle brush – and she has long, spider-like fingers born for the piano.

Beck shovels the last globs of cornflake sludge into his mouth and then runs for the school bags. He crams in his untouched homework and sandwich, but takes more time with Joey’s – checking that she has a clean change of clothes in there, that her gumboots are dry, and her rainbow jacket isn’t too filthy. A finger-comb through his curly hair and duct-taped shoes on his feet, and he’s ready.

Joey pops out of her bedroom dressed in overalls with a pink beanie over her brush-resistant black curls. She snatches her jacket off Beck and dances towards the door. Preschool is blissfully free of dress regulations.

Beck has worn the same uniform shirt for so long it looks more pink than red.

They’re about to run for the front door when the Maestro shuffles papers and says, ‘A word, mein Sohn.’

Really? They have to do this now? She couldn’t just let them skid out of the door, out of her hair, without raking him over the hot coals for once?

Joey kicks the front door open with her glittered gumboots. ‘I’m gonna beat you there!’ she yells.

Beck slinks back into the kitchen, slowly, his eyes on the ugly tiled floor. If he doesn’t make eye contact with the tiger, it won’t eat him, right? One of these days he’ll just bolt out the door, defy her, just once. Instead of acting the obedient puppy, resigned to its next kick.

‘Ja, Mutter?’ He uses German as a tentative appeasement.

The Maestro lays down the red pen and kneads her knotted fingers. The tremors have already started for the day – the tremors that destroyed her career and turned her into a tornado over Beck’s.

Painfully slow seconds tick by like swats against Beck’s face.

He has to get out.

Needs

to

leave.

‘You woke late,’ the Maestro says. ‘I don’t permit Faulheit in my house.’

‘I didn’t mean to be lazy.’ Yeah, he slept in all of twelve minutes. ‘I’m sorry.’ Suck up. It’s the only way to get out alive.

The Maestro snorts. ‘Why are you inept at dedication and commitment? Do you want your progress to stagnate?’ She picks up her mug. It trembles violently and coffee sloshes over the side. ‘Or is this your streak of teenage rebellion?’ She sneers the word ‘teenage’, like she never was one. Which is highly likely. Beck always imagines she strode into the world as a bitter giant, ready to clobber everyone with a piano.

‘I’m sorry.’ Beck resists a glance at the front door to see how far Joey’s gone. He doesn’t like her to cross the road alone.

‘Ja, of course you are sorry. A little parrot with only one phrase to say. A lazy parrot who – look at me when I speak to you.’ Her crunchy voice rises, and she hauls herself upright, more coffee escaping her mug and dripping down her wrist.

He doesn’t want to do this again. He’s going to be late.

‘Mutter, please, I’ve got school.’ Beck snatches a glance at the clock.

Her hand flashes out of nowhere and slaps his face. The shock of it sends him a step backwards. He always forgets how fast she can move.

‘Do not disrespect me!’ she snaps. ‘School is not important. I am speaking to you. That is important.’

Beck does nothing.

‘The only important thing in your life is the piano.’ Her voice shakes the ceiling plaster. ‘The piano is life. And every time you laze instead of practising, you shame me. You shame my name. You’ll amount to nothing, Sohn, nothing! Are you listening?’

‘Yes, Mutter.’ Beck speaks to his shoes.

‘Is my advice a joke to you? LOOK AT ME WHEN I SPEAK.’

Beck’s neck snaps straight to stare into her angry eyes – and she tosses her coffee straight in his face.

There’s a petrifying moment when he thinks it’ll be hot, that it’ll scald the skin off his bones. But it’s lukewarm. Coffee slides down his face and soaks his hair, his shirt collar.

Beck chokes on something – definitely not a whimper, possibly rage – and clenches his hands behind his back.

‘Does this feel like a joke now?’

Beck refuses to wipe his face. He stands statue still and meets her eyes again. ‘No.’

The Maestro lowers the empty mug, which is, Beck concedes, a positive movement since she didn’t smash it across his skull to finalise the lesson.

‘That is how it feels,’ the Maestro says, ‘when you throw the sacrifices I’ve made for you back in my face. Now go to school, du Teufel.’

You devil.

He doesn’t ask to change his shirt – he’s not going to stick around in case she changes her mind and flings the mug at his teeth – so he just nods and runs for the door. Goodbye, Mother, thank you, Mother, what would I do without your helpful life advice, Mother. He wants to hurt something. But all he can do is shut the front door, quietly, respectfully, and turn around and punch the brick wall.

But not too hard.

He can’t bust his hand – or she’d really kill him.

Blood bubbles on his knuckles as he walks down the driveway and catches up with Joey, who’s picking weeds and dandelions along the broken footpath.

‘This is for my teacher,’ Joey says proudly.

‘I’m sure she’ll love those affectionately picked weeds.’ Beck flexes his hand: stupid, stupid, stupid. But he’s pleased his voice stays level, kind. He’ll never let anything affect how he treats and talks to Joey.

Joey wrinkles her nose. ‘Why are you wet?’

Beck takes her hand in his bleeding one. ‘It was just a joke,’ he says.
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Maybe it is a joke, all of this.

His life.

This school.

This place.

Maybe if he just laughed it off, didn’t let it touch him –

Stupid. Who is he kidding? It’s never going to be different so why overthink it?

Beck would love to dump Joey at the preschool gate – drop and run – but he refuses to be that kind of big brother. Someone needs to walk her in, admire her cubbyhole decorated with sparkles and fruit stickers, and the nine art creations she forgot to take home. He always leaves with glitter on his hands. He’s pretty sure glitter is an evil substance that is magnetically attracted to people who hate it most.

The trick is to get out before the preschool teacher pounces. She always suffocates Beck with questions he can’t answer – Joey’s lunchbox is unbalanced, where is her fruit; she needs proper playing shoes, gumboots are unacceptable; paperclips are not OK substitutes for hair clips; when is their mother going to pop in for a chat; Joey has been acting far too aggressive to the other kids; is everything OK at home?

Beck exits before the cat pounces. He doesn’t want anyone to notice his damp shirt and coffee aura.

Is everything OK at home? Of course. His expensive piano is the reason his sister doesn’t get fresh mandarins or meat in her sandwiches. His mother doesn’t care to meet the teachers of her insufferable children. He’s doing his best, OK?

He’s late for his classes. Late, late, late. Which surprises exactly no one. But his school is where brain cells go to wither, where no one hands in homework, and half the class of fifteen-year-olds can barely read. No, really. He’s not even the worst. He can get through the basics, laboriously, and while everyone else screws with the teachers, Beck writes music.

Mostly in his head. He sucks at notation. But closing his eyes, resting his chin on his arms and creating, is the only way he gets through a day.

He can’t care about anything else. He can’t.

The music in his head is his pocket of relief, the only thing he passionately cares about. Well, it and Joey. If he stretches to care about something else – like what the Maestro thinks of him or how he fails at school or what he really wants to do with his life – he’ll be pulled too thin. His skin will part like old paper and the world will see how his skeleton is made of dark wishes and macabre dreams. They’ll know his heart thumps to the beat of the Maestro’s metronome because it’s too scared to do otherwise.

But worst?

They’ll see the emptiness inside him.

Being a pianist is stitched on his skin, but his bones are tattooed with whispers of you fake, you fake.

English is the worst class, because Mr Boyne refuses to give up on any student. He even makes Squinty Mike – the dude could get glasses and fix it, but, whatever – read aloud when the guy can’t even spell his own name.

Beck doodles music notes over his worksheet and feels his pencil sink into the ruts on the desk. Someone’s carved their opinion of school in four- letter words all over the lid. Their opinion isn’t as disturbing as the fact they had a knife in school. Beck hopes the kid is graduated and gone. And probably in prison.

‘… which will be quite a stretch for most of you,’ Mr Boyne says. ‘But that’s why the pairing isn’t random – no, Avery, there’ll be no switching. And Chris, if you could possibly pretend this class is interesting enough to stay awake for, I’d be ever so obliged.’

Pairing? Group projects? Is the world intent on being cruel today? Beck was so busy being mentally absent that he has no idea what the project even is.

Mr Boyne strolls down the lines of desks, rattling off names. ‘Move desks if you need to. Quietly. QUIETLY.’

Kids toss backpacks and books, noise escalating as they find their partners. Most are yelling questions or whining about their match.

‘No swaps permitted, Ellen. No swa— no, no SWAPS. Everyone pause for a minute while I say NO SWAPS ARE HAPPENING. Yes, it applies to you, Avery.’ Mr Boyne continues reading out names. ‘Emeka and Abby. Stephanie and Noah. Ajeet and – I can’t even read my own writing. Oh, Mike. Swap seats. Do it quietly. Do it now.’

Beck sweats.

Mr Boyne pauses in front of his desk and raises an eyebrow at the lines of scrawled semiquavers and crotchet rests. ‘Interested in my class as always, I see, Mr Keverich.’

Beck wishes he’d paid enough attention to know why he is being tied to someone and sentenced to death.

‘Beck and August.’ Mr Boyne strides past.

Beck purposefully doesn’t take note of the other kids, so their names and faces are a tangled confusion to him. He’s nothing like them. He has no phone, no internet, and he avoids sport in case he hurts his piano hands. And considering he’s forever lost in his head, his music, they’ve given up speaking to him anyway.

Then there’s the Maestro’s rule: no friends, no distractions.

‘The piano will make you great someday,’ she always says, ‘while a friend takes and takes and takes and leaves you with nothing.’

But as a tall, sun-kissed girl in a Save The Whales T-shirt appears in front of his desk, Beck knows exactly who she is.

August Frey.

She’s the kind of girl who wears handmade shirts over the top of her school uniform and gives soliloquies on tree frogs – not that Beck’s actually heard them, he’s just heard of them – and has dirt-blonde hair and never wears shoes.

She grabs the vacated desk next to him and dumps her books, with actual notes on the assignment. Beck angles himself to peek, but her handwriting is tiny and cramped, and he’s not so hot at reading sideways. Or front ways.

She gives him a small smile and Beck looks down. He’s never sure how to react to kids in his class. If he smiles, they might think he’s friendly, and then what? He’ll have to wear a poster board that says, If I ever make a friend my mother will noose me.

Mr Boyne has finishing shuffling the seating and returns to the front of the class. He always wears a bow tie with small fruit patterns on it. Today is bananas. How fitting.

‘All right, eyes to the front. Everyone listen up – which means you, Keverich.’

Beck blinks. Please don’t expect him to use his brain. He’s been up since five, hammering scales and arpeggios, and he’d kill for a nine-hour nap.

‘Now,’ Mr Boyne says, ‘you’ve been paired according to abilities, or lack thereof. A student who is failing with a student who cares about succeeding.’ He eyeballs everyone pointedly.

‘But that’s not fair!’ someone wails.

‘It’s great motivation to work hard,’ Mr Boyne says. ‘Or harder. Or, for the first time this year, work at all. You’re getting a chance to bump up your grades while being tutored. No one is allowed to squander this.’

Beck’s mouth opens by accident. Definitely an accident. Since when does he speak up in class?

‘But to be failing,’ he says, ‘means we’re trying in the first place.’

Snickers. A dark look from Mr Boyne. A curious one from his English partner-to-be.

‘Anyone with something smart to say gets a visit to the principal’s office.’ Mr Boyne adjusts his bow tie. ‘And then the principal will chat with your parents.’

Oh, how scary. As if any of their parents would care. Most of these kids are barely literate ghosts. Here one year, drifting off to work at McDonald’s the next.

Except for Beck, of course. While they’re fighting for a low-income job, he’ll be a famous pianist.

Great.

Mr Boyne clears his throat as if expecting the class will settle. It doesn’t. He raises his voice and rocks on his heels, like if he makes himself taller they’ll pay attention. They won’t.

‘The goal, naturally, is the essay. It will need to be two thousand words – that’s one thousand each – with detail, quotes and examples.’

Examples of what?

‘It’s due in two weeks, which is plenty of time to get to know your partner. You can meet after school or – oh, organise that amongst yourselves.’

Wait, meet after school? That can’t happen. Beck feels his world narrow in suffocation.

‘Remember the subject! The essay must be a detailed comparison of two opposite opinions—’

‘What if we agree on everything?’ someone yells.

‘Then get married,’ Mr Boyne says without blinking.

The class giggles.

‘You will find something,’ Mr Boyne says, ‘and keep in mind hobbies and interests are not allowed. You will be contrasting political, moral, or religious views. Present me a convincing point of view. Be respectful to your partners. Be intelligent.’ He pauses and rubs his bow tie again. ‘Be intelligent if you can.’

Mr Boyne seems to think that covers it. ‘Now, we have ten minutes before the end of this period, so get to know your partner and start discussing topics for your contrast essay.’ He plops behind his desk, apparently done with everyone and everything. For ever.

Beck has questions. Firstly, how is he going to find time to do this? After school? Come on! And secondly, contrast political opinions? He has no opinions. He has nothing but a piano and aching fingers.

August sweeps her hair over her shoulder and shoves her desk closer to his. She then sits on it, and rests her chin on her fist. The rest of the class has erupted into loud conversation – probably unproductive – but August seems curtained off in a bubble of quiet focus.

Focus directed at Beck.

This is so bad.

‘Hi,’ August says.

‘Beck,’ he says, then feels stupid because Mr Boyne bawled everyone’s names across the class. She’s going to know.

‘What’s that short for? Beckett?’

‘Something like that.’ His full name is a topic he’ll never touch with anyone. Ever.

Did he mention not ever?

August’s grin is like a sly wood nymph. Beck can’t stop looking at her hand-printed T-shirt. How can she get away with that while he gets detention for tardiness?

‘Wow, calm down,’ August says. ‘I’m overwhelmed with all the information you’re throwing at me.’

Beck feels trapped. What does he say? ‘This whole assignment is stupid.’ Wait. Did he say that out loud?

‘I won’t disagree.’ August tilts forward on the desk top. Her hands are covered in blue Sharpie doodles and her eyes are as complicated as the ocean. Beck decides to avoid looking at them. She whips out an orange Sharpie and she taps it on his desk. ‘How do you feel about tattoos?’

‘How is that political?’ Beck says.

‘Moral.’ August uncaps the lid and adds a swirl. The orange is nearly lost against her deeply tanned skin. ‘Some places won’t hire you if you’re tattooed.’

‘That seems – wrong.’

August sighs. ‘Agreed. And we’re not supposed to agree. So your turn – suggest something, music boy.’

Beck freezes. How did she – she couldn’t. He’s never breathed a word about the piano to anyone and no one would even catch him with headphones. She couldn’t possibly know about the piano. Unless … He looks at his worksheet, doodled with music notes. He flips it over and flattens his blood-crusted hand over it.

‘Did you punch someone on the way over?’ August says.

If only.

‘I’m not a music boy,’ he says stiffly.

From the sounds the rest of the class is emitting, everyone else considers this a get-to-know-you party. Only half the kids have their phones out already.

‘We could contrast our music tastes – that can be moral too.’ August sprouts a green Sharpie. ‘You know, how people think heavy metal is evil? Well, my dad does.’ She gives a little snort. ‘He was in a rock band when he was my age and now he does yoga to Brahms. What do you listen to?’

‘Nothing.’ He’d rather strangle himself with a piano string than tell her he’s into classical. What kind of fifteen-year-old boy admits to being obsessed – by force or choice, it doesn’t matter when it’s his whole life – with classical music?

The bell roars and the class folds up in one motion, everyone grabbing bags and yelling out times to meet up on the weekend.

‘Great,’ August says. ‘I practically know everything about you.’

Looking at her round face and sparkling eyes, Beck wouldn’t have picked her for the caustic type. But he’s hardly a judge of character.

‘I’m sorry.’ His voice comes out way too high, strangled. ‘I can’t – meet up, I mean. It’s not going to work—’

‘It’s not optional.’ August leans forward, bared Sharpie all too threatening. ‘We have two weeks and I’m not failing an assignment because you’re lazy.’

Lazy.

It must be true if the entire world agrees on it.

Beck tries to keep his face neutral. ‘I have to walk my sister home. Then I –’ play the piano until my fingers bleed.

August’s eyes light up. ‘I’ll walk with you. I’m on Gully Avenue. Number eleven.’

And she lives so close. Seriously? Could the universe not cut him a break? He doesn’t ask much.

‘Thirty-two Dormer,’ he mumbles.

‘Awesome, we’re practically neighbours. Well, give or take three blocks. You can pick whose house we invade—’

‘I can’t.’

August looks at him long, hard. It’s like being frowned at by an entire ocean. But what choice does he have? The Maestro would—

He chooses not to envision her reaction to a classmate strolling into her house with an impish grin and bright eyes. August’s eyes say she’s never been let down in her entire life. Lucky her.

‘Can I ask a question?’ August’s pen tap-taps on his desk.

The class empties around them.

He squirms, but it must look like a nod, because she says, ‘Why do you smell like coffee?’

‘I love it so much I wear it.’

August pokes his sticky cheek. He nearly flinches, nearly. Great, she has no personal boundaries.

‘Fascinating. And you know what I love? Good grades. I love them so much I wear them – no, really. I’m going to make a dress for the prom out of all my A plus report cards.’ She clips the lid back on her Sharpie – relief, the weapon is shielded. ‘And I’m willing to enable your fetish. I’ll treat you to a cinnamon latte once this is done.’

‘Bribes?’ He’s not sure he’ll ever feel like a coffee after this morning. There’s nothing like that sick dread of wondering if you’re going to burn.

‘You can even pour it over your head and I won’t comment.’ August smiles and Beck can’t decide if it’s sinister or friendly. Probably both. Simultaneously?

‘Maybe during lunch,’ Beck says. ‘Or walking to and from school. But not after school because – I have a little sister. A preschooler.’

‘You keep saying that,’ August muses. ‘Must be a high maintenance kid. Can’t she watch TV while we type up an argument?’

‘I smell an only child.’

August raises her hands in mock surrender. ‘Caught me. I was such a perfect kid, my parents decided not to risk a secondary disaster.’
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