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PART ONE


   
      
      

      
      Toby took his tacos outside and crouched on a curb. He knocked some sour cream off onto the concrete, devoured the tacos without
         tasting them, crumpled the wrappers and tossed them over his shoulder. The wind had given out, and there was no way to tell
         it was wintertime. Toby thought he might still be hungry.
      

      
      ‘You littered.’

      
      Toby turned. He didn’t get up. A little boy had snuck up on him. The boy’s mother was still in the car, griping at someone
         on a cell phone.
      

      
      ‘It’s true,’ Toby admitted. ‘You’ve caught me in an unlawful act.’

      
      ‘Littering is bad for nature.’

      
      ‘Nature will be okay,’ Toby said. ‘Nature always wins in the end.’

      
      ‘You can get a fine. Up to five hundred dollars.’

      
      Toby looked up into the boy’s face. Something was wrong with one of the boy’s eyebrows. ‘When the time comes, you’re going
         to make one heck of a hall monitor.’
      

      
      The boy looked from Toby to the wrappers. They weren’t going anywhere – not the slightest breeze.

      
      ‘Some people got it, some don’t. You saw me gladly minding my own business over here and something about that bothered you.’

      
      ‘Are you going to pick them up?’

      
      ‘You ever hear of an ice age?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said the boy.

      
      ‘It might take a long time, but we’re headed for another one. When the ice age hits, a couple of taco wrappers won’t make
         much difference.’
      

      
      The boy shrugged. His knuckles were raw, along with his elbows. His T-shirt had a dolphin on it.

      
      Toby stood and brushed his hands together, cleaning them of the gravelly dirt. He touched the boy’s shoulder.

      
      ‘Your mom doesn’t love you as much as she used to. She thinks there might be something wrong with you. Is she right? Is there
         something wrong with you?’
      

      
      The boy’s mouth opened a bit and his funny eyebrow scrunched. He turned back toward his mother.

      
      ‘You’ve noticed, haven’t you? You’ve been monitoring her and you’ve noticed a difference in how she treats you.’

      
      The boy stared toward his mother in the car, waiting to state her case into the phone. Her eyes were pressed shut with impatience.

      
      ‘It’s all the bad thoughts you have,’ Toby said. ‘On the outside you’re a hall monitor, but on the inside you’re one sick
         lad.’
      

      
      * * *

      
      Toby stopped at a 7-Eleven for a soda. The clerk was a young guy who wore bifocals and was always ready to harp on something.
         The counter was his spot in the world. Toby paid him in change. He took every penny from the little bowl near the register,
         and the clerk decided not to protest. He looked down on Toby through his spectacles as he accepted the payment.
      

      
      Out in front they had dispensers of free newspapers and magazines. The things were free, but still nobody wanted them. Toby
         was finally out of the clerk’s sight. He set his soda down and removed all the papers, armload by armload, and dropped them
         in a trash can. The papers belonged in the trash. Toby was only speeding things along. He had to shove the last stack down
         with all his weight, smudging the newsprint all over his arm.
      

      
      He walked under billboards for realtors, all smiles and outdated haircuts. He passed power pole after power pole, each smothered
         in tacked flyers – runaway dogs, stolen Atvs, missing bikes. None of these things would be heard from again. In Citrus County,
         you couldn’t keep anything unless you had a good hiding spot for it.
      

      
      Toby wouldn’t have minded walking all night, clearing his mind of everything. He wished he could skip the next years of his
         life, skip to the point when he would be his real self, whatever that would be. All the pale fascinations of his classmates
         – music, drugs, cutting themselves, sex – meant nothing to Toby. Drugs were pathetic. Flirting, degrading. Toby was in the
         doldrums. He was killing time.
      

      
      The gas station. Scant light scarring the sky. Toby planted his feet and took a full breath, the air tart with petroleum.
         He saw the pay phone over near the air and vacuum. He was as weak as ever. Anything could make him weak – the wrong smell, the wrong
         tint in the sky, thinking about all the dragging afternoons he’d endured in his lifetime and all the afternoons to come. He
         was addicted to petty hoodlumism. He rested what was left of his soda on the metal still, picked up the phone, dropped in
         coins, and dialed a number at random. A man with a Northern accent answered and Toby asked him if he believed his life was
         worth a damn, if he honestly believed anyone liked him.
      

      
      ‘Who is this?’ the man said, eager, like he got prank calls all the time.

      
      ‘Nobody you’d understand,’ Toby told him.

      
      ‘Pay phone,’ the guy said, apparently reading his caller ID.

      
      ‘At the Citgo,’ Toby said.

      
      ‘The Citgo? Tell you what, smart guy. I’m coming up there and I’m going to bash your brains in with a softball bat. How does
         that sound for a prank?’
      

      
      ‘That would kill me, or at least do me grievous harm. That’s what my uncle used to say, that he was going to do me grievous
         harm.’
      

      
      ‘I wish he had. It might’ve helped.’

      
      ‘A softball bat?’

      
      ‘I use it for softball. I guess it’s the same as a baseball bat.’

      
      ‘You’re just saying you’d do that,’ Toby said. ‘You really wouldn’t. You wouldn’t murder a fourteen-year-old kid.’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ the guy said. ‘I think I might this time.’

      
      ‘Trust me, you’d think better of it. You’re not like me. An idea strikes me, I’m helpless against it.’

      
      ‘The Citgo on Route 50?’

      
      ‘That’s the one.’
      

      
      The guy hung up. Toby looked at the phone in his hand then let it dangle by its cord. He slurped his soda until it was only
         ice and left the cup on the ground and walked the woods’ edge. He found a spot to enter the tangled trees, angling toward
         Uncle Neal’s property. He was taking the long way, out by the hardwoods, so he could check on the bunker. He wasn’t going
         in. He only went in when he wanted to stay down for a long time. He liked to walk by, to see that the bunker was undisturbed.
         He didn’t know whose property it was on. He’d been through that part of the woods a hundred times before he’d found it, a
         hundred times walking right past the bunker as he tromped through that hard-duned no-man’s-land jumbled kittycorner to Uncle
         Neal’s property. The bunker, with its ancient boards pushed in and cracked by tree roots, with its stench of hands and tarnish,
         with its muddy, mushroomed hatch door which had opened with a moist whiff and then a deafening silence. The bunker was from
         some terrible time, maybe not so very long ago but a different terrible time than the one Toby was in, a terrible time that
         had come to an end, one way or another.
      

      
      Toby had a folding chair down there that he’d dragged from another part of the woods, and matches and candles and water. When
         he went down, he did nothing. Toby believed the bunker had a specific purpose for him, and he wasn’t going to make a move
         until he parsed out what that purpose was. He wasn’t going to hoard dirty magazines or fireworks or pretend he was camping.
         He didn’t do a thing but sit in the chair and smell the smells. Sometimes he smelled vinegar. Sometimes the scales of fish.
         And each time he left, each time he finally climbed out, he felt that the bunker was sad to see him go. He felt he was leaving the bunker lonesome. Maybe nothing terrible had happened in Toby’s
         bunker. It was one room, tidy in its way, plain. It could’ve been used for simple food storage and nothing else, back before
         refriger -ators, back when the Indians were running around. Maybe this was a place for old-timey rednecks to keep their alligator
         meat away from vultures.
      

      
      Mr Hibma had given one of the kiss-asses a stopwatch and deemed her the umpire. Some days Mr Hibma lectured. Some he allowed
         his classes to play trivia games. These were the two ways he could stomach teaching: losing himself in a lecture or daydreaming
         while the kids were absorbed in guessing.
      

      
      ‘Mr Hibma,’ the kiss-ass called. ‘Steven keeps saying ‘retarded.’ He said ‘Australia’s retarded nephew’ for New Zealand.’

      
      ‘It should be noted,’ said Mr Hibma. ‘One could as easily say Australia is the big retarded uncle of New Zealand.’
      

      
      Mr Hibma knew he could teach for all eternity and it still wouldn’t feel natural. He was a geography teacher but he didn’t
         teach the subject of geography. He lectured about whatever he felt like and left the memorizing of topographical terms and
         state capitals to the kids. They had books. They had exercise manuals. If they were smart and curious they’d end up knowing
         a lot, and if they were dumb they wouldn’t.
      

      
      ‘Semifinal round,’ the kiss-ass announced.

      
      Mr Hibma listened as a boy named Vince who was known for giving out bubble gum tried to differentiate Asian countries.

      
      ‘There are a lot of people crammed together,’ Vince said. ‘Short people?’ He drummed his fingers, searching. ‘Not the one
         with the hanging ducks.’
      

      
      The kiss-ass called time up. Today’s game was something akin to The $10,000 Pyramid. It was new to the kids. They’d never heard of The $10,000 Pyramid.
      

      
      Mr Hibma said, ‘Let me help. This is a country full of off-white folks who smile funny, eat raw fish, and wear the hippest
         shoes.’
      

      
      All the kids stared blankly except Shelby Register, who said, ‘Japan.’

      
      ‘Correct. I wouldn’t trade you kids for all the tea in … Shelby?’

      
      ‘China,’ she said.

      
      Mr Hibma sometimes viewed himself as a character in a novel. At the age of twenty-nine, he’d already experienced three things
         that mostly only happened in books. (1) As an infant, he’d been stolen from the hospital by a nurse. The duration of the abduction
         had been six hours and he’d been unharmed, but still. (2) He had unexpectedly inherited money. It was only $190,000 and he’d
         blown it in two years traveling around Europe, but still. (3) He had chosen his permanent residence by throwing a dart at
         a map. There hadn’t been a town where the dart had stuck, but there weren’t many towns in Citrus County, Florida. Citrus County
         was a couple hours north of St Petersburg, on what people called the Nature Coast, which Mr Hibma had gathered was a title
         of default; there was nature because there were no beaches and no amusement parks and no hotels and no money. There were rednecks
         and manatees and sinkholes. There were insects, not gentle crickets but creatures with stingers and pincers and scorn in their
         hearts. There was the smell of vegetation, every plant blooming outrageously or rotting by the minute. There was a swampy lake and a complex
         of aging villas surrounding that lake, and one of these villas was now Mr Hibma’s home.
      

      
      Teaching had been the only job available to him, and for a while it was amusing, another lark, but now he’d been doing it
         a year and a half. It was February. It was Thursday. It was fourth period. Mr Hibma was sick of skinny, smelly, hormone-dazed
         kids staring at him and lying to him and asking him questions. He was sick of their clothes, their faces. And the teachers
         were worse. Mr Hibma did his best to keep to himself – ate in his classroom, avoided heading clubs or committees, kept all
         his discipline in-house instead of dealing with the office, and kept away from ‘7th hour,’ which was what the younger teachers
         called meeting at a Mexican restaurant Friday afternoon and getting drunk.
      

      
      The teacher in the next room, Mrs Conner, was not young and had likely never been drunk. She was about fifty, a grammar Nazi
         with bronze-colored hair who wore sandals that were too small and caused her toes to spill out onto the floor. She was an
         English teacher who refused to assign any literature that was morally corrupt. Poe was morally corrupt. ‘The Lottery’ by Shirley
         Jackson was morally corrupt. Probably the Russians. Certainly the French. Mrs Conner often informed Mr Hibma that his shirt
         was wrinkled. She asked him pointed questions about his lesson plans, about all the games the kids played in his class. She
         and her husband, a retired cop or fireman or something, owned a ministorage place. Mrs Conner’s classroom was decorated with
         posters about life not being a destination but a journey, posters of kittens hanging from ropes, posters of a ship or a whale with one word displayed across the top, like PERSISTENCE. Mr Hibma often
         fantasized about murdering this woman. This was her last year of teaching before she retired and lived snidely off her pension
         and her husband’s pension and their ministorage profits, rising at dawn to greet her open days, getting more heavily involved
         in her church. The idea of letting her smirk through the last day of her twenty-fifth year as a teacher, loping around in
         her undersized sandals feeling as if everything she’d ever done was right, of letting her go home and sit on her porch on
         that warm June evening with her tea, and then, just as she dozed off, sneaking up behind her and … The idea sustained Mr Hibma.
         The little table with the tea on it clattering down the porch steps. The look of disbelief on Mrs Conner’s blanched face when
         Mr Hibma, what, slit her throat? He couldn’t see himself doing that. He couldn’t see himself shooting her, either. That part
         wasn’t worked out. Mostly Mr Hibma saw the look on her face. If the husband were there Mr Hibma would have to kill him too.
         He didn’t know what the husband looked like, but he saw him with sandy hair and a polo shirt and white sneakers. Mr Hibma
         would put both their bodies in one of their own storage units. Mr Hibma wondered if killers were born or made. He wondered
         that a lot. Mr Hibma was a sad case. It was sad, he knew, to feel so powerless that you sat around idly dreaming of killing
         an old woman. Fantasies were for children and prisoners. Mr Hibma did not feel like an adult and he did not feel free.
      

      
      Despite failing to name their semifinal nation, Vince and his partner had advanced. Their opponents had broken a rule by using
         hand gestures and had been disqualified. It was Vince’s team against Shelby and Toby. Shelby was the smartest student Mr Hibma had, and Toby, well, smart wasn’t the word. Cunning. Maybe he was
         cunning.
      

      
      Shelby knew a lot about stand-up comedians. She had mem -orized the acts of Bill Hicks, Dom Irrera, Richard Belzer – nobody
         new, just stand-ups from years ago. She knew where these guys had gotten their starts and what jokes they were known for.
         She knew a lot about a lot of different things – literature, illnesses. Also, Mr Hibma had noticed, Shelby seemed to want
         to be a Jew. She used words like meshugana and mensch and had brought matzo ball soup for ethnic food week and the days she missed school with a cold or stomachache were always
         Jewish holidays. Shelby lived with her father and maybe a sister in a little ranch house a stone’s throw from the school.
         Her mother had died a couple years ago.
      

      
      And Toby, denizen of detention, breaking rules in a way that seemed meant to reach a quota. There was no joy in his mis -behavior,
         no rage. He didn’t have friends but didn’t get picked on. Neither of his parents were around. He lived on a big piece of property
         with his uncle.
      

      
      Vince and his partner identified Morocco in seven seconds. Shelby and Toby had to beat that. Shelby trained her eyes coolly
         on the card. When the kiss-ass gave the signal, she said, ‘Where Bjork is from.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard of Bjork,’ said Toby.

      
      ‘You’re not allowed to talk,’ said the kiss-ass.

      
      ‘Then how am I supposed to answer?’

      
      ‘It was named to make people think it wasn’t an inviting place to settle,’ said Shelby.

      
      ‘You’re allowed to guess countries,’ the kiss-ass told Toby. ‘You’re not allowed to make comments.’
      

      
      ‘Shitland?’ Toby offered. ‘That doesn’t sound inviting.’

      
      ‘Time,’ blurted the kiss-ass.

      
      Mr Hibma informed the class that he’d gone to a flea market that past weekend and found a man selling movie posters for a
         dime each. He’d purchased three hundred. From here on out, these would serve as prizes. He presented Vince with Midnight Run and handed Shelby The Milagro Beanfield War.
      

      
      ‘Let me get this straight,’ Vince said. ‘First place is a poster and second place is a poster?’

      
      Mr Hibma picked up a few stubs of chalk and shook them in his hand. ‘If Vince and Toby were gentlemen, they’d let the ladies
         keep the prizes.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a gentleman,’ Toby said. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a gentleman.’

      
      The lunch bell rang, ending the discussion and prompting a swift and sweeping exodus from the room.

      
      ‘By the way, Toby,’ Mr Hibma said. ‘You’ve got detention tomorrow afternoon for cursing.’

      
      Toby looked toward the ceiling a moment and then gave a dispassionate nod. Detention was a part of his life he’d come to terms
         with.
      

      
      The silence in the classroom during lunch hour was irresistible. It turned Mr Hibma’s limbs to lead. Because it peeved some
         of the other teachers, Mr Hibma had no maps or charts or time-lines on his walls. Instead, he’d hung prints by Dufy and Bosch.
         Because it peeved some of the other teachers, he made a point not to use the computer in his classroom. He didn’t keep grades or attendance or lesson plans on it, didn’t look up sample
         assignments on the internet, didn’t let his kids use it for research. As far as Mr Hibma knew, the computer had never been
         turned on. Because it peeved some of the other teachers, Mr Hibma had a cooler and a microwave in his classroom. This kept
         him out of the lounge.
      

      
      He opened the microwave and deposited a frozen burrito. While he watched the seconds tick, he could not stop thinking about
         the playbooks in the drawer of his desk, the binders of formations, whirlwinds of stick-people and arrows. Princeton. Nebraska.
         Half-court press. The administration wanted Mr Hibma to coach eighth-grade girls’ basketball. The old coach had retired and
         all his plays and drills had been dropped off to Mr Hibma with a not so subtly worded note mentioning that he was the only
         teacher in the school who did not head an extracurricular activity. The note reminded him that he’d promised, last year, to
         run the debate team, and that this promise had proven hollow. Mr Hibma sat at his desk and blew on his burrito. If basketball
         had begun when it was supposed to, back in the fall, he’d have been able to stay hidden, to keep his head down and shuffle
         past this coaching business, but a congaline of hurricanes, the nastiest weather ever to invade Florida, had blown all sports
         to the spring, giving the administration time to browse their options, to parse out a slacker and surround him and move in
         for the kill. And none of the hurricanes had even hit Citrus County. They’d hit the counties to the north and south, the counties
         most of Citrus Middle’s opponents hailed from. Why not just cancel girls’ basketball altogether? That was Mr Hibma’s question.
         The other coaches had stopped by one by one to assure Mr Hibma that coaching was simple. You made them run, got them places on time, named a starting lineup – that was pretty much it.
      

      
      Friday afternoon, when his detention was up, Toby exited the school and hiked into the February woods. He passed a clear-cut
         area pocked with piles of fill sand, a golf course whose construction had been halted years ago. Farther, there was a warehouse
         that seemed forgotten, that seemed to have been built by somebody who was now dead or had moved away. Statues of all sorts
         – gnomes, saints, water fowl – leaned against the warehouse’s outside walls as if pleading to be let inside.
      

      
      Toby hiked on, switching from this trail to that, imagining how he’d lose someone if he were being chased. He noticed a new
         bird’s nest and climbed a low branch so he could look inside. Five pert eggs. They looked like toys, like decorations. Toby
         wished the mother bird would appear and run him off, pecking Toby’s eyes, but that wasn’t going to happen. These eggs were
         on their own and they’d run up against bad luck. Toby removed them one by one and slung them against the tree trunk. They
         didn’t shatter like he’d hoped, just left splotches and rolled to rest on the ground. A shiver of joy ran through Toby, then
         immediately he was disgusted with himself. No matter how many speeches he gave himself, he couldn’t keep himself in line.
         He was no match for his lesser urges. He was as much a junkie as those people who left empty gas cans and used rags all over
         the woods. He had about the same amount of purpose.
      

      
      Toby lived with his uncle Neal on a few dozen acres in a concrete-block house. The property was lousy with sinkholes, but
         Uncle Neal said in a race between a sinkhole swallowing the house and nuclear destruction, he’d take the nukes. Toby entered the house and was enveloped by the familiar smell of fish sticks. Uncle
         Neal sat on a stool, clipping his nails. His hair was lopsided and his eyes watery. He always looked like he’d been shaken
         awake by a stranger.
      

      
      ‘You’re like a dog,’ he said to Toby. ‘Rattle your food bowl, you appear.’

      
      Toby sat at the table and took out his math homework. He could’ve done it in Mr Hibma’s detention, but Toby always made a
         point, when he was being disciplined, to stare at the nearest clock or out the nearest window. Toby did nothing in the bunker
         and he did nothing in detention, but the bunker was his nothing and detention was Mr Hibma’s. Detention sapped him and the bunker built him up.
      

      
      ‘I’m sick of eating,’ Uncle Neal said. ‘Breakfast, lunch, dinner. Breakfast, lunch, dinner.’ He put on an oven mitt and took
         out the fish sticks. He divided them onto two plates and slid one of the plates to Toby.
      

      
      ‘I have to work tomorrow.’ Uncle Neal filled his mouth with steaming fish stick and swallowed after one chew, getting it over
         with. ‘It’s an all-day thing – semi-trailer of old fruit. Two brothers owned the company and they got in a fight and halted
         all shipments. Back in, like, the ’80s.’
      

      
      As far as Toby could tell, Uncle Neal’s business was to clean things that nobody else would clean, from grimed old engines
         to abandoned slaughterhouses. Toby’s uncle, it was safe to say, was a pariah. He lived in a world of regret, if not remorse
         – about what, Toby couldn’t say. Toby’s uncle always joked about killing himself, and Toby had begun to suspect he wasn’t
         joking. He didn’t have much incentive to stay alive. Uncle Neal, like everyone else, believed Toby was a run-of-the-mill punk, another angst-ridden
         adolescent. He had no clue what Toby was capable of.
      

      
      Another week of school had passed, more quizzes and study halls and, in the case of Mr Hibma’s class, more games. Shelby wasn’t
         the new kid anymore, and she was grateful for that. She’d settled in and was more or less slipping through the days. People
         had their own problems. Shelby had been fooled about Florida, but that was okay. She wasn’t the first. She’d imagined a place
         that was warm and inviting and she’d gotten a place that was without seasons and sickeningly hot. She’d wanted palm trees
         and she’d gotten grizzly, low oaks. She’d wanted surfers instead of rednecks. She’d thought Florida would make her feel glamorous
         or something, and there was a region of Florida that might’ve done just that, but it wasn’t this part. It was okay, though.
         It was something different. It wasn’t the Midwest. It wasn’t a place where you could look around and plainly see, for miles,
         that nothing worthwhile was going on. Shelby would travel to better places when she was older, when she could chart her own
         course. She’d go to India and France. Shelby could see the mornings of her future, the foreign pink sunrises.
      

      
      The sunrise this morning, in Citrus County, had been the color of lima beans. It had been a color you might see under peeled-off paint. Shelby
         had stuffed one pocket of her army pants with bagels, and into the other pocket she’d slid a shallow, lidded bowl full of
         lox. Once she and her father and her little sister had boarded the boat and snapped the straps of their lifejackets, Shelby
         spread her brunch feast, complete with sliced tomato and capers and cream cheese. They’d rented a pontoon boat and planned to cruise
         the spring system of Citrus County until they saw a manatee. They’d been told they could swim with the manatees if they liked.
         Manatees had no natural defense other than size, and that very size got them stuck in canals at low tide and cut up by boat
         propellers. The man who rented the boats had explained all this from beneath the brim of a blue ball cap adorned with the
         words IDLE SPEED, ASSHOLE!The man said Citrus County never got hit directly by a hurricane and, in his personal opinion, that’s why the manatees had
         chosen this spot.
      

      
      Shelby’s father, a man with limp hair that parted and re-parted as the wind blew, a former boxer who spoke with an accent
         that could’ve come from anywhere, was always trying to expose his daughters to new things – new foods, new terrain, new ideas.
         He felt he had to be twice the parent, Shelby figured. And he was. Shelby did not feel deprived.
      

      
      Shelby’s sister Kaley had brought along her book about Manny the Manatee. Immediately after breakfast, Kaley stowed the book
         under a seat, along with her precious watch that always read 3:12 and the rest of the orange juice. Kaley would soon turn
         four. She looked up at Shelby, displeased that Shelby had seen her stash spot. This was something Kaley did lately – hoarded.
         She wore, as always, socks but no shoes.
      

      
      After Shelby had cleaned up the remains of the bagels and lox, her father puttering them out into the deep water, she took
         out her vocab words. She had the definitions memorized. This week the theme was bureaucracy. She wanted to go through the
         whole semester without missing one word of one definition.
      

      
      ‘You’d like my word from yesterday,’ her father said. ‘On my calendar at work: poshlust. It means bad art. It’s Russian, I think.’
      

      
      Shelby folded the paper in her hands and slipped it into her pocket. ‘Mr Hibma told us about that. Poshlost. We had that for a word. It means more than bad art. Means bad art that most smart people don’t know is bad.’
      

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Mr Hibma doesn’t give examples.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘He doesn’t feel he needs to prove his statements. He feels that examples are petty.’

      
      ‘Well, his poshlost sounds like elitism to me.’

      
      ‘Mr Hibma wishes elitism would come back into style.’

      
      ‘I met that guy,’ Shelby’s father said. ‘He’s one of those cool pessimists.’

      
      ‘Dad,’ Kaley broke in. ‘Will the manatee bite me?’

      
      ‘No, the manatee loves you.’

      
      ‘Is he sleeping?’

      
      ‘He might be.’

      
      ‘Where are we going?’ Shelby asked.

      
      ‘Not a clue.’

      
      Shelby’s father had steered them down a river which had rapidly tapered into a house-lined canal. They approached a cul-de-sac.
         Shelby’s father put the boat in reverse to avoid hitting a dock, then began to execute a three-point turn. The boat was unwieldy.
         An old man came out into his backyard in order to stare at Shelby’s father as his three-point turn became a five-point turn,
         a seven.
      

      
      ‘Thanks for your concern,’ Shelby’s father shouted.

      
      The man wagged his head. ‘There’s a sign,’ he squawked. ‘At the mouth of the canal.’
      

      
      Shelby’s father righted the boat and they headed back out to the main confluence of springs, past moss-laden oaks and palm
         trees that grew out of the ground sideways. They rounded a bend. The sun was out, warming the aluminum frame of the pontoon
         boat and the damp turf that covered the deck. Kaley, socks soaked, padded over and leaned on Shelby’s leg.
      

      
      Shelby closed her eyes and let the breeze tumble over her. She knew her family was getting by in the way people like them
         got by. They were making it. They did things on the weekends. Their moods went with the weather. In Indiana there were proven
         methods for dealing with misfortune – certain types of foods and certain types of get-togethers and certain expressions. Here
         Shelby’s family was on its own, and that had been the whole point of coming here. There were things to do and they had to
         go find them and do them.
      

      
      Shelby breathed the mild stink of the weedy water and soon her mind wandered again to Toby, a boy in her geography class.
         He’d been her trivia partner this past week. Shelby felt tingly, thinking of him. Or maybe it was the sun. She understood
         that her attraction to Toby was clichéd. She was considered a good girl and he a bad boy. There was a reason why it was clichéd,
         a reason why girls like Shelby, through the years, had become infatuated with boys like Toby. Regular boys were boring. There
         wasn’t a way the regular boys could make her feel that she couldn’t feel on her own. And Toby had calves like little coconuts
         and long fingers and his hair and eyes were the flattest brown. He wasn’t in a clique. It seemed there was something about
         him you couldn’t know right away. Shelby wanted his hands on her. She wanted to smell his hair. She wanted him to give her goose bumps. There were a lot of things Shelby wanted to do and she was pretty sure she wanted
         to do them with Toby.
      

      
      The movement of the boat jostled Shelby. The waterway was opening up, ripples turning to waves, saltwater fishing boats speeding
         this way and that. The pontoon boat rocked. A pelican flew low over their canopy, its wings bellowing against the air, its
         crusty pink eyes narrowed, and Kaley squeezed Shelby’s leg.
      

      
      ‘That’s a channel marker,’ Shelby’s father said. ‘We’re going out to the Gulf.’

      
      He waited for a break in the traffic and pulled a struggling U-turn, the waves clapping against the bottom of the boat. The
         engine was doing everything it could.
      

      
      Shelby heard familiar voices and turned to see a couple of popular girls from her school wearing bikinis, sprawled on the
         front of a gleaming white boat. The boat was anchored. They waved as Shelby passed. They were eating pineapple.
      

      
      ‘I can’t thank you enough for not being slutty,’ Shelby’s father told her. ‘Not that I’m counting my chickens. There’s time
         yet.’
      

      
      ‘You’re welcome.’

      
      ‘You’ve got character. You don’t try and impress people.’

      
      ‘I’ll say ‘you’re welcome’ again and we can leave it at that.’

      
      ‘Maybe I’m doing something right,’ he said.

      
      Shelby’s father drove the boat and patted Kaley’s head, guiding them past birdbathed back yards, past mangrove stands full
         of cranes. They ended up back near where they’d rented the boat and started off in yet another direction, down a wild-looking
         river shaded by vines. Kaley retrieved her book from under the seat and studied it.
      

      
      Shelby was still thinking about the girls on the boat. She had chosen not to be one of them. In October her family had moved to Citrus County from Indiana and Shelby had immediately, halfway
         through her first day of school, been granted membership in the popular gaggle of girls. She was subjected to an onslaught
         of sleepovers, pool parties, and laps around the outlet mall. This lasted a month, at which time these girls could no longer
         deny that Shelby was uninterested in makeup, basketball players, the marital intrigues of celebrities, who would take whom
         to the dance. She didn’t like the same magazines they did, didn’t care to diet. She sometimes read books for pleasure.
      

      
      Mr Hibma assigned a family history project. He told the kids to choose one side of their families, whichever was less boring,
         and track it back as far as they could. They would present the history orally and wouldn’t hand anything in.
      

      
      ‘Those librarians get paid the same as teachers do,’ Mr Hibma said. ‘Tell them to quit fiddling with paper clips and show
         you the genealogy section. And if you have to use the internet for this, don’t let me know about it.’
      

      
      Mr Hibma went to his podium and began lecturing about assassination. He stayed broadly in the area of geography by informing
         the kids where certain assassinations had taken place, how the act of assassination had impacted different regions of the world.
      

      
      ‘Assassination,’ he said, ‘helps everyone know what side they’re on. It cuts through the shenanigans of voting and impeaching.’

      
      Mr Hibma let this statement sink in, then touched on general points about revolution. He wanted the kids to understand that
         in the United States capitalism had become so monstrous that even the idea of revolution could be marketed and sold. Protest
         against a corporation could be sold by that corporation. Artists and moralists could no longer make their own revolutions; they had to depend on the poor. The problem
         was that the poor weren’t poor. The poor had frozen pizza and cable TV and cigarettes. Hell, the poor had real pizza and DVDs
         and weed.
      

      
      Mr Hibma could drone for twenty minutes without thinking about what he was saying. There was nothing to do but observe the
         kids. It was like watching monkeys at the zoo – the scratching, the gnawing, the use of simple tools. One of the kiss-ass
         girls stared at Vince, the gum kid. Vince stared over at Shelby. Shelby stared at the back of Toby. Toby stared down at the
         pages of a book about, it seemed, track and field, reading about, it appeared, pole vault.
      

      
      ‘Pole vault?’ Mr Hibma asked, interrupting himself.

      
      Toby looked up.

      
      ‘I didn’t know they did pole vault in middle school.’

      
      ‘If you want to do it they have to let you. Those two huge girls that failed can throw the shot and the discus further than
         any of the guys, and I can’t run fast without someone chasing me, so I chose pole vault.’
      

      
      ‘They can throw farther,’ Mr Hibma said.
      

      
      ‘It’s not even close.’

      
      ‘No, I mean you said further, but that’s for intangible distances. For measurable distances it’s farther.’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘Would you like to read that book later or would you like detention?’
      

      
      ‘I have to read this now,’ Toby said.

      
      ‘We could schedule your detentions in advance. We could get a calendar with humorous pictures of puppies and fill it in from
         now till the end of the year.’
      

      
      Toby didn’t answer.

      
      ‘Where was I?’ said Mr Hibma. ‘I was about to tell you that the most rebellious thing a youngster can do is sit outdoors and
         listen to the birds. Sitting indoors in detention is about the least.’
      

      
      Mr Hibma, without warning, walked out of the classroom. He did this now and again to shake the kids up, to force them to deal
         with freedom. Sometimes he returned in thirty seconds and sometimes he stayed gone the rest of the period.
      

      
      He strolled to the end of the hall, to the big windows. Live oaks. Mockingbirds. A hill, or at least what passed for a hill
         in Florida. Mr Hibma watched the groundskeeper for a time, jealous. The guy sat on that grazing tractor, letting his thoughts
         find him, watching the uncut section of lawn agreeably dwindle. Spread a little mulch. Eat a sandwich.
      

      
      Mr Hibma went to the lounge. He chugged someone’s soda. Because it made Mrs Conner angry, he used the ladies’ restroom. He
         pissed on the seat and buried the bottle of hand soap at the bottom of the trash. He looked into the mirror and said aloud,
         ‘I am twenty-nine years old. I am a middle school teacher. I live in Northwest Central Florida. I inherited money from an
         old Hungarian man I picked up groceries for. I had a couple lengthy talks with him and sometimes walked his dog.’ Mr Hibma
         cleared his throat. He looked at himself resolutely. ‘Sir, you spent one third of an inheritance on whores.’
      

      
      He came out of the bathroom. The tick of the clock had an echo. In three minutes the bell would ring and the lounge would
         fill with teachers. They would brag about how they’d dealt with their problem students. They would brag about what they’d
         said to pushy parents, brag about their students’ test scores. They would brag about their weekends, about their houses and
         spouses and whatever else was handy to brag about.
      

      
      When Toby got home from school he found Uncle Neal in the kitchen, shoving jars and small appliances around on the countertop.
         He went ahead and asked his uncle what was wrong.
      

      
      ‘Stupid nail clippers are lost. Somebody ate them or somebody stole them.’ Uncle Neal stared at Toby in a way that was meant
         to convey fraying tolerance. ‘And we’re out of freaking ketchup,’ he said. ‘You used the last of it.’
      

      
      It had been a long time since Toby had been scared of his uncle. This was a guy who’d never given Toby a gift, even at Christmas,
         who used to ground him for speaking too many words in a day, who used to slap him in the back of the head if he had a nightmare
         and woke Uncle Neal up. It hadn’t taken Toby long to grow numb to his uncle’s harassment, and it hadn’t taken long after that
         for his uncle to get bored with harassing Toby. He still gave Toby shit, but nothing like before. Somewhere in there Uncle
         Neal had stopped drinking and had taken up smoking things. The guy was pathetic and Toby had to live under his roof for the
         foreseeable future. Toby had found that the best way to keep his uncle out of his business was to come around once a day and let him bitch,
         even if all he had to bitch about were clippers and condiments. As long as Toby came around, Uncle Neal didn’t go looking
         for him.
      

      
      After detention the next day, Toby headed for the track-and-field tryouts. A bunch of other kids were going too. This was
         the kind of thing kids did. Toby walked past the faculty parking lot, the garbage bins. He rounded the trailers. There was
         Shelby Register, sitting on a bench at the little playground, reading a newspaper. The middle school had once been an elementary
         school, so it still had this kiddie playground and low water fountains you almost had to get on your knees to drink from.
      

      
      Toby took a moment to watch Shelby. She wasn’t as transparent as the other kids at Toby’s school. He sort of hated her because
         everything was easy for her, but somehow she felt like an ally. She had misery in her and she didn’t give it away. She kept
         it and believed in it. She was like Toby; she was fine with whatever people thought she might be, fine with being underestimated.
         She was pretty without looking like all the other pretty girls. She wasn’t ashamed of being smart.
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