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For everyone who has wanted to tap out, but found the will to keep fighting.
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I am a pussy. I know this, and not much else.

A wet smack sounds in the next room. My mother cries in pain. “Please, Cameron, I didn’t mean anything.” He hits her again, twice, dense flesh on flesh.

“The fuck you didn’t,” Cameron, my mother’s boyfriend, slurs. She must have made some joke that he was too drunk to understand. Again.

So he’s kicking the shit out of her. Again.

I’m sitting on the corner of my bed, listening, but not doing anything, even though I want to. My muscles are all coiled, tight, like I’m ready to roll, but I won’t. Cameron is wiry, works construction, and could toss me across the fucking room. At least that’s what I tell myself about him, this boyfriend. I’ve had excuses for all the others as well, and an entire list of reasons for my father.

He hits her again, a dull thud, the sound of his fist hitting her head. “You gonna apologize or what?”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything.”

Another blow, and she hits the wall. The house vibrates. “Damn straight, you dumb bitch.” The door squeals as he pounds down the hall and the fridge opens. He’s grabbing a beer, or two. The can clicks and pops, followed by the sound of him falling into the recliner. The volume on the TV goes  up: lots of screaming and yelling.

Fuck, maybe it’s over. I grab the back of my head and bury my face into the crooks of my elbows. I want to block out the sound of him and forget what I just heard, but my mom’s crying seeps through the paper-thin walls. I hate the noise, but more, I hate how common it is. How many times has she been like this? It’s impossible to keep track, there’s been so many.

Her cry lifts and then is muffled. She must be using her pillow. I hope so, because if he hears her . . . hopefully she’ll be able to calm herself and then sit, red-faced and swollen, and wait for Cam to get a sleepy buzz. Then, like always, she can ice or shower, depending on how bad it is. Once it started, it only took them three months to find this pattern. Not a record, but pretty fast.

Wonder how long it took for her and my dad?

He’s the reason I’m such a little bitch now, hiding out instead of stepping up. As a kid I never once went after him, just daydreamed about taking him out. In the end I didn’t have to; he just left. As have all the rest. But Cameron’s still hanging around, and this time I see myself stepping into her bedroom when he’s wailing on her. I grab his arm midswing and twist him around. He sees me and his eyes go wide, but then he gets that sneer like he always does. But before he can do anything, I head-butt him. He collapses to his knees, grabbing his face as the blood pumps out. I ignore it and put my fist into his jaw. No, through it. My mom screams, but I ignore her and enjoy his pain. He goes to speak but realizes that his jaw is shattered and I laugh, because I know in that moment I could kill him. I may not be big, but you don’t get beat your entire life without hardening.

I could take him out. I have the capacity, and that is enough for me, because I don’t want to actually do it and be like him, or the others. In my fantasy I help my mother up and walk her out of the room, away from the oozing mass in the corner. We step into a cleaner version of our life, where we’re not confined to our prison of a trailer and no one sees us as white trash.

It’s never gonna happen though, so there’s no point in wishing for it. I stand up and walk to the bathroom and the trailer wobbles. Or it could be I’m still amped and it feels that way. Or the fucking thing may really be falling apart. Why wouldn’t it? Everything else is.

I piss and brush my teeth. The TV blares and I listen: an announcer’s voice. Fuck. I peer down the hall. He’s watching a cage match. Two guys hop around a mat. One is all tatted up and has blood leaking out of his nose. The other is so thin that his abs look like individual plates. I don’t know how they can even be in the same weight class, but they throw jabs back and forth and then the tatted one kicks. The skinny one catches it, and the tatted guy’s eyes go wide. He knows what’s coming, and sure as shit the skinny dude latches on to the tatted guy’s leg like a monkey to a tree and takes him to the mat. The skinny guy squeezes on the tatted guy’s leg and arches his own back, every muscle popping. The ref hovers over them, wearing the same black latex gloves we wear at Vo-Tec, and the tatted guy screams as the blood pumps faster. He looks up, grinds his teeth, and then taps the mat. Fight’s over.

“Fucking leg bar.” Cameron tosses an empty can to the floor and then pops open another.

I head back to my room and have to shake away the fantasy rising again. I’ll stay awake all night if I don’t put it out  of my mind. I sit on my bed and can hear my mom still crying. I lie back and pull a pillow over my head, but it doesn’t help. Her tears still seep through, and the sound of another fight beginning on the TV punches in.
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I’m standing out by the Pleasant Meadows park sign, waiting for the bus. There’s not one thing pleasant about this place and no meadow that I’ve ever seen. Feet scuffle down the lane and the girls giggle, while Rob’s laugh echoes.

“There’s my little bitch.” Rob wraps an arm around my neck and squeezes. My head throbs as he pulls me down. “You ready to suck it? Huh?” His crotch is inches from my face, and I go limp, just hang as dead weight in his arms. “Man.” He lets go. “No fucking fun if you don’t fight back.”

“Leave Tony alone. His house was on fire last night.” Amy kicks Rob in the ass. I stand and tuck my hands into my pockets, happy to be out of the hold, but not if I have to talk about this. “Cameron?” She takes a drag off her cigarette and closes an eye when she exhales.

“Yeah.” There’s no point in denying it. Everyone knows everybody’s business around here, and sadly, mine is real fucking common. I kick the loose stone at our feet.

“Fucking temper. But hot as a motherfucker. I’d do him.” Amy licks her lips.

“You’d do your fucking dog, you whore.” Charity lights a cigarette and juts her chin.

“If his dick were big enough. Holla!”

The girls laugh, and Rob shakes his head.

“For real, man. You need to get ready for when he turns on you. I’ll show you some moves.” Rob pops into stance, like the fighters on TV from last night, and paws at the back of my neck. He’s wearing his MMA gym’s hoodie today. Like every day. But he’s got a point about Cameron, just like I was thinking last night. Sooner or later they all turn on me: all her boyfriends, and my dad, too. But Cameron just doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. He doesn’t have the ability to be disgusted with us, or himself. But fuck Rob and his karate-ass shit. There’s no ring at my house.

“Yeah. I wanna grapple with you. So we can get real close to each other.”

Rob’s eyes draw together. “Yo, it’s not like that.”

“Really? You just wanted me to suck your dick.”

The girls laugh.

“Fuck you, Tone. I’ll kick your ass right here. No grappling.” He pops his stance again and weaves around me. I used to be able to take him back in middle school, and even freshman year. But now? Maybe. He is bigger, but that doesn’t always matter.

Brakes hiss behind us, and the bus door wrenches open. “Put them cigarettes out!” Hack-Face, the bus driver, leans over her seat. She looks like someone once went over her with a cleaver. Every inch of her skin is wrinkled and red.

The girls take long drags, and then step on the butts and mount the stairs. They exhale as they pass Hack-Face. Rob’s still in his stance and I shake my head and turn my back on him.

I sit alone because I don’t feel like talking to Rob. He’ll just want to go on and on about fighting and the gym, and with last night still swirling in my head, it’s about the last topic I want to deal with. He’s been trying to get me to join  ever since he started last year, but it’s not like I’ve got the money. All the guys who go there wear the same hoodie with the gym’s logo on the front—two figures, one standing, the other lying on the mat—and some quote on the back. Either that or it’s those ugly fucking TAPOUT shirts or the ones with images of fighters on them. It’s like they’re in fifth grade again, busting a nut over some A-Rod or McGwire jersey. No, I really don’t want to be one of them, either.
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I spin the dial on my locker and then check the schedule taped inside. It’s Thursday, but I don’t have a clue what day in the rotation it is. A girl nearby closes her locker. “Hey, what’s today?”

She looks at me, squints, and her mouth forms a wiggly line, like she wants to say something, but can’t find the words. It’s always like this. Kids know I’m trash from who I hang with, but not from the way I look. I keep myself clean, ironing board in the bedroom and everything pressed. I do my own laundry and make damn sure my kicks stay spotless, so if I’m on my own, they have to guess. “Thursday.” She presses her books close to her chest.

I shake my head. “No. What day?” I point at my schedule.

“Oh.” She straightens. “C-Day.”

“Thanks.” She’s got her back to me before I speak, but at least she spoke. Shit, C-day blows. Bio, then PE, then English. Afternoons are always Vo-Tec, but it doesn’t make up for the three long hours I’m here. The bell rings and kids look around, waiting for the first person to take off. Eventually, we all do.

I don’t even know why I gotta take bio. Not like I’m  gonna be a fucking doctor or some shit. Mr. Bransfield starts writing notes on the board, and kids get out their binders or notebooks. I don’t have a notebook or a pen. Not even a book bag. I look at the extra textbook he makes me use and listen. Period. If it sticks, it sticks. He’s written something up there about the three layers of the skin. Who gives a shit? Skin’s so thin, might as well all be one.

I skim the section we’re supposed to read and catch words like “ruptured capillaries” and “trapped blood” and “trauma,” but I know all this shit. A fucking bruise happens when something hits you. A hand, a belt, a shoe. Who gives a fuck what occurs beneath the surface?
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Mrs. Myers gives us a quiz on the first chapter of this book, Lord of the Flies, I didn’t read. Don’t ever read. At least not since I was a kid. So I guess at the answers and probably fail. Mrs. Myers asks us to pass up the paper and then read Chapter Two for the rest of the class. I don’t have a copy, and she doesn’t hand out loaners like Bransfield, so I put my head on my desk and pop my hoodie over. Lights out.

The bell rings. I pull myself together, rub my face, and head to the main entrance. I could go to lunch, but none of the other Vo-Tec fucks do. It’s the hassle of getting the shit for free. We all do, but have to give the ugly, old, hair-netted bitch who runs the register this special card. That’s if we remember to bring it. Which is never. So the old hag has to yell to some other old hag to look up a “Free lunch.” Asks our last name and yells that, too. That’s a mistake I’ve only made once.

Somebody opens a bag of chips and passes it around.  Rob, Amy, and Charity chow down. The girls all go to become hairdressers or some nail salon shit. We go and work on cars. I grab a handful and think to take more. This is the first I’ve eaten today.
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“Afternoon boys.” Mr. Greyson wipes his hands on a rag, but they’re still black when he finishes. I breathe in the greased air and love it. “As you can see, we’ve got a project for today.” He throws a thumb at the pickup, a 250, new, black, and beautiful. “Just an oil change. But we’ll do the filter and check the fluids and brakes, too.”

Greyson’s a hard ass, but he’s the only one who can get away with it because he’s the only one who actually teaches us something useful. He smacks the clipboard he pulls from his shop table. “Looks like Rob and Tony have the honors.”

My stomach drops, but Rob pumps his fist. “Sweet!”

“Good, get to it. Remember the pan.” Greyson whips the air with his hand. “The rest of you, follow me.” The group walks to the pair of junkers that we learn from, these piece of shit cars, stripped down, like dead, open bodies for doctors. Rob and I grab the tools we need. We weren’t allowed to touch anything our freshman year, just watch and memorize. Sophomore year, we could hand off tools. Junior year, we could touch. Now I know almost every tool and how to change oil, tires, and bulbs. I can monitor electrical systems, brake rotors, and on and on. It isn’t a great living, but I could be a mechanic anywhere, and get the fuck out of here.

I check that the bay is clear and that the truck is secure, and then hit the switch on the lift and the truck rises. Rob moves under, pan in hand, already wearing latex gloves. I  love that we’re given the chance to keep our hands clean.

“You should at least come to one class.” Rob unscrews the nut, and the oil drips.

“How many times do I need to tell you? I’m not into it.”

“Till you change your mind.” Rob turns his back to me. “Read this.”

“Douche, I don’t give a shit about your fucking sweatshirt.”

Rob spins and puts a thumb into my collarbone. I go to my knees; the pain is so sudden.

“Everything all right over there?” Greyson calls.

“Yup.” Rob waves with his free hand.

So do I. “All right. Fucking quit.”

Rob releases and turns his back, again. I wipe my neck with a clean rag, but nothing comes away. Still, I think about kicking out his legs and watching him fall into the pan of oil, but I just read his sweatshirt for the hundredth fucking time, because if I don’t he’ll keep asking: The cage will reveal your true self. Whether you like it or not. I shove him. “All right. Happy?”

“Not until you find out, fucker.”

I stand and move to the lift control. “Well, that isn’t happening today.” I shrug. “Screw that shit in before I crush you.”

Rob stares at me for a moment, his typical bad-ass stance. They must teach this shit, and I feel like flipping him off, but that’s not the point. I know what he’s thinking, that he could take me out right here. Fuck, maybe he thinks he’s so fast he could get to me before I hit the lift button? I don’t like it, but his cockiness reminds me of Cameron, and I’m glad that he turns and does his job.

We finish and Greyson checks on us, gives a grunt, and says, “Nice work.” After that we clean up and then hit up the bus for home. As soon as we’re off Amy and Char light up.

“Tonight, Tone.” Amy blows a ring. “You need to run and hide, come on over.”

Everyone laughs, but Amy looks at me with her fuck-me eyes. She means it, but there’s no way I’m putting my dick in her. She’s been used so much, I bet the shit’s like a baseball glove. I open my mouth to make the joke, but don’t bother. I just don’t have the energy. “Whatever.” I wave them off, and Rob walks with me. He slaps my shoulder.

“You change your mind, I’ll be rolling past round six.” I shake my head, just because I don’t feel like speaking, and am glad that he just lets it go. “All right, catch you tomorrow.” He takes off, and I turn toward my house. I heard someone once say that all of us in the park live in sardine cans, and I guess that’s true. My house is small, metal, and looks like it should be thrown away. The smell is pretty rancid as well. But I don’t have anything else, so I head in.

Mom’s not home and the place is a fucking mess. Cameron’s cans are spilling out of the garbage, or lying next to the chair. Dishes and food containers from my mom’s work spill across the counter. It looks like spaghetti, but I turn away from it. I’m not that hungry, and I’m not cleaning up their shit, even though I’ll get bitched at later. Whenever she fucking gets home from the diner. Fuck her. She had time to clean.

I go to my room and close the accordion door. Unlike the rest of this heap, my room’s clean. Everything has a place and is put there. I take off my shoes and line them alongside my other pair, beneath my bed. It squeaks when I hop on it, but is damn comfortable. I lie back and stare at the ceiling. Brown water stains dot the corner. The last time it rained heavy I woke up wet. Cameron said he’ll fix it, but I think he’s just grunt labor, doesn’t know how to do a damn thing for himself. 


My stomach growls so I roll to my side and pull my knees up to my chest. Hope my mom brings home leftovers or I may have to eat that spaghetti. I grab the blanket from the foot of my bed and pull it over me. Cover everything. The only thing to do is sleep and wait for whatever’s next.

[image: 005]

“Whad’ya mean I can’t come in?”

I sit up. It’s dark and Cam’s voice is worming in from outside. She must be blocking the door. I get into position to roll.

“Not tonight. I’m not in the mood.”

“You’re always in the mood, baby. Can’t resist this.” Cameron laughs. It’s throaty, sounding like he’s working up a hawker, and I’d like to strangle that noise inside him, not out of him. I want him to hear the way he sounds to me.

“Cam, fuck off! I ain’t having this shit tonight. It’s been a long fucking . . .” The slap sounds as if he’s hit her flush in the cheek, wet and fleshy. She doesn’t finish.

“I don’t give a fuck! Boo fucking hoo. You had to work. I did, too. Now let me in.”

I roll my legs over the side of the bed and slide my feet into my sneakers. I don’t know why. I’m not going anywhere, especially not outside. I’d only like to strangle him, not actually do it.

“Go away.”

“What, you got someone else in there?”

I stand and push back my door. It’s like I’m in someone else’s body, because this is not me. Ever since the first time I can remember my dad going after her, pulling her hair down to the floor, where she became eye-level with me, I’ve frozen. Then, I just couldn’t understand why he’d want her in  that position. Now, after seven years with him and a dozen or so of her boyfriends, I understand all too well.

“No, no one else is in here. Just Tony, and he’s sleeping.”

“Sleepin’? That little bitch is taking a nap. Let me wake his ass up.”

My insides tighten, and I grab the doorframe. What the fuck am I doing? I look into the hall. My mom’s standing in the doorway, and her face is drawn, eyes puffy. She’s spent. This fucker needs to leave because she doesn’t have anything left to fight with. But between her and my pussy ass, what can we do? She holds up her hands. “Cameron, go home. Enough.”

“Yeah, yeah. Same ol’ shit, ‘Yer nuthin’ but a drunk.’ Save it. Cuz you’ll be callin’, crying to me about how sorry you are.”

I step into the hall and lock my jaw, grinding my teeth. He’s right, that’s exactly what she does, but it doesn’t mean she has to, again.

“Just go.” Her voice is a whisper.

“All right.” His feet crunch outside, and I relax. Fuck, maybe he’s got more sense than I thought. Or is just too loaded to continue. I lean against the wall, and the sound of him hitting her, like someone slapping down beer cans, brings me back to standing. His hands fly through the open door, and my mom grabs the frame to keep from falling. He catches her square in the eye with a fist, and she goes down on her side. I’m down the hall in five steps. She’s trying to stand, and he’s on the steps grabbing her legs.

“No!” I can’t stop myself. Here I am, out of my room, not fantasizing, but about to enter the mix.

Both of them freeze and look at me, my mother’s eyes wide, her mouth bleeding and hanging open. Cameron’s forehead knots, but then he smiles. That fucking smirk pulls  across his face. “Woo hoo. Big man steppin’ up. All right!”

I look at my mother, her bloody face, spit and snot dribbling out her mouth and nose. I’ve seen this image so many times that it’s left me numb. I know it’s wrong, but she looks pathetic to me, lying on the ground again, helpless. Cameron laughs, and I look up, into his eyes. They’re sinister, like something from a nightmare, and I feel again. First fear and then panic. My mother’s not helpless, he’s just fucking evil, and now that I’m standing up to him, for her, I can’t go down as easily.

I rush to the door, and he slips, trying to react. I pull my mother’s legs inside and then slam the door in place. I lock it just as he grabs the handle, but the door is secure, so he pounds on the thin metal.

“You fucking pussy. Get yer ass out here. I’ll fuck you up real good. Then I’ll fuck yer mother.” He laughs again and pounds some more.

Again, I want to strangle his words in his throat. I help my mother up and move her to the couch. Cameron’s still pounding and screaming. This is nothing like my fantasy. My head spins, but I go to the bathroom and wet a washcloth. I bring it back and hand it to my mom.

“Thank you.” Her voice is low, and she does not look at me. I sit next to her, and she cleans her face, and we both seem to tune out whatever the fuck he’s screaming out there, something about his dick. “I thought he was different, honey. Really.”

I open my mouth to speak because I can’t imagine what she saw in him that was any different from the others. He’s a fucking loser with a dead-end job, who drinks until he passes out, and when he feels like it, beats the shit out of her. But I keep my comments to myself. She’s still wearing her work uniform. He must have followed her or have been waiting.  Maybe it’s not her fault—this time.

She looks at me out of the corner of her eye. “At least I know who you are.”

I nod but not because I’m agreeing. I don’t know what else to do because I don’t know that who I am is as solid as she thinks. Up until five minutes ago, I never once stood up to any of the men in her life. It’s not as if she has ever asked me to, but with what she just said, it makes me feel as if she’s been waiting. Unreal. Even my own mother thought I was a pussy. But maybe, just maybe, I’m not.
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I pop up and sit in bed. All is quiet, which is good, because I tried to stay on guard all night, listening for Cameron outside. His voice came and went, but he didn’t do anything, so I drifted off around 2:00. Hope that was enough.

I climb out of bed, and my head crackles with the lack of sleep. I’m used to it, though, and know I can just catch up in school. It’s early, 5:45, which means there’s still time to drag the garbage out, since I couldn’t last night. I slide into my shoes and goose bumps rise along my arms because of the chill in the air, but from something else, too. The echo of his voice saying my name.

The shit hole is the same, disheveled. I head down the hall, past my mother’s room and into the kitchen, where I tie up the bag, then hesitate before unlocking the door. Did I really stand up to him last night? Lock him out? Fuck, I did. Shit, what the fuck was I thinking? This is gonna get ugly. But if I want something better, something more than this, maybe it has to get ugly first?

Outside is damp and cool. I shiver and walk around back to the can. A fly darts off my ear and I swipe at him. Then another. The fuck? The bag bounces off my calf, and the stench hits me. “Shit!” I toss the bag to the ground, and it joins the shredded mess. The can’s been dumped and the  bags ripped. Cameron’s stomped on the contents, so wrappers and food are half buried in the ground or mashed to a pulp. Flies pour out of a Styrofoam carton. I step away and slip on something black and greasy. The stench overwhelms me, and I head back inside.

The door slams behind me, and a moan comes from my mom’s room. I don’t give a fuck if I’ve woken her up. I first wipe off my sneaker on the doormat and then grab the dustpan and another garbage bag from the cabinet. When I turn she’s leaning on her doorframe.

“What’s up?” She pulls on the ends of her extra long T-shirt. Her hair’s a tangle and looks unwashed, and the greased pattern it falls into does not cover the bruises from last night. They’re as bad as ever, and I feel ashamed for being pissed with her.

“Nuthin’. Taking out the trash.”

“Oh.” She looks away, as if somewhere far. Like we’ve got a double-wide or some shit.

“Yeah. Cam fucked it up out there. Needs to be cleaned.” I don’t know if I expect her to do something because I’ve said this or that I wish she had done something differently so that I wouldn’t have to take care of this, but either way, I’m still pissed. “Somebody’s gotta do it.” My voice doesn’t seem to register with her. She just keeps staring.

“Oh. Okay,” she finally says and turns back into her room and snaps the door in place.

“Stupid bitch.” I say it low, to my chest, and it makes my face hot. I know Cam did this, not her, but in a way she’s responsible. She brought him onto the scene. I know I wasn’t just talking about cleaning up this mess. There’s so much that needs to be done, but who’s going to do it? Fuck, I can’t go there right now. I head out the door and set to work.

I dry heave once, but manage to get the shit into the bag, and then the can out to the road. Cameron did this once over the summer. It was the first sign that things were turning between them. June was a scorcher, hot and humid, so by the time I got to the garbage, maggots were crawling everywhere, and I did hurl, and then had to clean that up. At least this isn’t as bad.

I head back in and go right to the shower. The water takes a while to heat, so I sit on the toilet and wait. Six months. She’s been with this douche for half a year, which means she’ll go back and forth for another three months before she dumps him. Or he puts her in the hospital. Same as with Karl. And Steve. And Jake. And all the rest whose names I can’t remember. Or just won’t. Oh yeah, and Number One himself, Tony Senior. I wish she could just . . . fuck, there’s just too much I wish she’d do.

I shower, scrub until it hurts and my skin is red, but I don’t mind the pain. It’s only superficial. I dress in a plain gray tee and my black jeans, cuffed at the ends because they’re too long. I slide my sneakers back on, making sure all of whatever the fuck I stepped in is gone, and then throw on my hoodie. Amy keeps my hair close-cropped with the clippers she’s got from Vo-Tec, so I slide a hand over my dome and dry the remaining water. Then I rummage for food. Never did eat dinner last night, and there’s nothing in the house except some crusty bread and fruit punch. Mom must have eaten that spaghetti. I drink a glass of the red liquid and take off.

“That motherfucker never quits.” Amy’s already smoking, sitting on her steps. She stands and I turn away. “Seriously, Tone. He was out here till like one, two?” I shrug, but she doesn’t seem to notice that I don’t want to talk about this bullshit and catches up with me. “You shoulda called the cops.”

“Wouldn’t have helped.” The pigs don’t like to come inside the park, so unless someone’s getting murdered, they don’t do shit.

She takes a drag and exhales. “Maybe. I don’t know. But you gotta do somethin’.”

I look at her out the corner of my eye. It’s like she was reading my mind, and I don’t like the feeling. She’s short with big tits and nice hair, but already going old. Like her mom. Some parts young and hot, but the face, it’s like a Halloween mask. What the fuck does she know? She’s never been in my shoes. Not exactly. “Why? Why do I have to do somethin’? Why can’t she?”

“Your mom? Cuz it’s Cameron you stupid shit. She can’t do nuthin’. That whole family is fucked up. And besides, this is her thing, isn’t it?” Amy laughs and ashes her cigarette.

I spit and kick a large stone. It sucks that my life is this obvious. Is it because we live in this shit hole, all on top of each other? What if we lived in town, or better, the suburbs? Would it be the same? Wish I knew. We walk on and Charity pops off her steps, joining us. She doesn’t say shit, though, and looks as pale as a crackhead. She bums a smoke off Amy. Her hair’s still wet and she’s been chewing her fingers. One’s bleeding. We reach the bus stop and Rob is already there. The girls split off and speak in whispers.

“’Sup?” Rob looks at the girls.

“Char’s a mess.”

“Her fucking dad, I bet.” Rob frowns.

We’ve all got our shit. Rob with his mom that stays home all day while his dad works a thousand shifts to make ends meet. Amy’s mom doesn’t work either. My mom’s used up. But Charity, her problem’s her dad. He’s one bad-ass fuck.  Harleys, heroin, and a gang. Whenever he rumbles through somebody ends up busted, in jail, or dead. He’s always recruiting, though. Never seems to have a problem finding guys, either. It’s the money, I guess. Or something else, I don’t know. I steer clear.

I look over at Rob’s sweatshirt. Same one as yesterday. He sees me and watches, but doesn’t say anything. I take in the image: one guy standing, the other flat out. Amy’s words run through my head, as do all the images from last night, and my mother’s face, this morning. “So I can just drop by a class or some shit? Or do I need to come with you and wear like special gear?”

Rob tilts his head. “Fuck you just say?”

“You heard me.”

“Know I did.” He pumps his fist and laughs. “Nah, man. You don’t need any special gear. This ain’t fucking tae kwon do. It’s fighting. But you should roll with me.”

I don’t respond, but look away, back at the girls. Char’s crying now, her face red and puffy. She’s telling some story, pointing back at her place and shrugging her shoulders. Both girls are veiled in a cloud of smoke.

“Cameron up to his shit again?” Rob’s voice has dropped. I nod.

“How bad?”

“Been worse.”

“But now you’re thinking about if it goes that way, what are you gonna do?”

The fantasy swirls inside me, but in the light of this morning I consider Cameron: a rope-muscled construction worker and former safety on the football team who used to jack shit up. Still does, just off the field. And me? I’m everything besides. “I don’t know. Just want to check it out. All right?”

“You know it is.” Rob smiles, and in the distance the bus’s brakes squeal. My stomach growls, and Charity weeps.
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Today I’ve only got two classes, history and math. Study hall third block and then back to Vo-Tec. I chill at my locker until the bell rings, not talking to anyone, and no one looking to. They’re all checking texts and have earbuds hanging from their ears. I throw up my hoodie and pretend I’m alone because I want to be. And am.

The bell rings, and I head to Mr. Lance’s. He’s a fucking dick. Has us take notes for the whole class, but I just doodle. I turn the corner and Dave Jensen swivels and looks directly at me. My body clenches in fear when he smiles.

“My man, Tone.” He clears the distance between us.

I only know Dave because he’s fucking insane. Pissed in a garbage can in front of the class one year. Threw a teacher off him when he tried to break up a fight. This might be his fifth or sixth year here. He’s also a fighter, like Rob. “What’s up?” I say and look around, wondering if Rob’s part of this. Told Dave I’m a new recruit or something.

Dave snorts. “Heard you’ve been giving my uncle shit.”

My mind spins and I look away, but then it stops when I remember what Amy said about Cam’s family. Fuck, no. I stop looking around and stare at Dave. His forehead’s wrinkled, and his nose twitches. He’s got his tongue pressed behind his top lip, just like Cameron.

“That true?” He leans closer.

My throat tightens, and my body tenses. I shift my weight back. Even though I know, I gotta bluff. “No, I . . . I mean. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who’s your uncle?”

Kids pass by and look over. They see Dave and look away, and he licks his lips. “Dude who’s been boning your mom for the past few months.” He laughs, and it’s ugly and evil and makes me feel dirty. More than that, I want to hit this fuck, almost as bad as I wanted to hit Cameron last night. But if Cameron is tough, Dave is unbreakable. Everything from my throat to my nuts clenches, and I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes. Dave grips my shoulder. His hand’s a fucking vice, and he increases the pressure. “You fuck with my uncle, and if he don’t kick your ass, I will.” He licks his lips, again. “Clear?”

I nod but he grips my shoulder a bit more fiercely before turning away. The bell rings, and I look up the hall. Mr. Lance stands in his doorway, sees me, and taps his watch. Really? Is he fucking blind? Every teacher in this school knows Jensen. This douche can’t pretend that he didn’t just see our encounter. But he waves, a little, pathetic, underhanded move, and I walk up the hall and stumble into class. He says something, but I don’t hear it. The sound of Dave licking his lips, followed by what he said fills my head. There’s no fucking way I’m going anywhere with Rob.

“Pop quiz. Take out a sheet of paper.”

The entire room groans. I score a sheet from the kid behind me. Still don’t know his name, but it’s not like we do any group work or shit in here.

I write answers to the questions on the board: Don’t know. Don’t care. He felt like it. His third birthday. Your mom. Lance’ll probably give me detention for that last one, but that’s fine. Actually, that would help me avoid Rob without having to make up some bullshit excuse he’ll just bust my balls about. Like he’s done for the past year. Shit, but Lance won’t read these until later. I need something, today, now. Not here, though. Next block. I have a plan.
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I’m set. I played the scene in my head while in Lance’s. But even though I know I’m set, I can’t look at Mrs. Sagehorn. This is going to fuck her shit up, big time. She loves math. I think she gets off on the way “Geometry is everywhere around us.” But she has no idea what I see in my world. I raise my hand to volunteer.

“Tony?” She blinks and tilts her head. “Really? You’d like to plot the points on the axis?”

“Yeah.”

“Please, go ahead.” A smile breaks across her face, and I slide out of my seat. Kids watch me go, no doubt wondering what the fuck is up. I don’t answer questions in class, don’t speak unless spoken to, and even then may not reply. It’s sad because I actually used to love school.

The board has this built-in grid, like a giant piece of graph paper, and next to it she’s written all sorts of letters and numbers. I grab a piece of chalk and glance at them like I actually know what they mean.

“Class, while Tony plots the points, do the same on your own paper. We’ll compare when he’s done.”

My head throbs and my stomach knots when she says this. But it doesn’t matter. I have to get an excuse for bailing on Rob. I need detention. I stay tight to the board so she  can’t peek. Sagehorn’s hovering over kids’ desks, giving help. I add the last touches and set the chalk on the lip. My heart pounds, vibrating my throat. Maybe I should erase it? Clean the board and make up an excuse? But Dave’s words echo. I’d just have to figure something else out.

“Tony, are you finished?”

I jump at the question and turn around, now keeping my back tight to the board. Sagehorn’s smile has faded. “May we see your work?”

I look around the room. They’re all waiting, some with eager faces like Sagehorn. Others have smirks. They know, and I feel awful. I take a step to the left, toward the door and look down at my shoes. I examine them for smudges while the class absorbs the naked woman spreading her legs. There’s a group gasp, a few laughs, and then Sagehorn screams, “No!” She runs to the board and erases the image with her palms, looks at them like they’re covered in shit, and then turns to me. “To the office! Now!”

I nod and step out of her room. The hallway is quiet, but behind me the room is bursting with noise. My pounding heart lowers into my stomach. I was hungry, but now I feel like I might hurl. I rinse my mouth in a nearby fountain and then walk into Principal Ostrander’s office.

His secretary is on the phone. She eyes me, and I have a seat. We’ve danced this dance before. “Yes, he’s with us now. I’ll let John know.” The phone clicks as she hangs up, and a long sigh follows. Sounds like my mom’s.

The secretary walks into Ostrander’s office and closes the door. A minute later it opens, and he’s standing in the doorway, red-faced and sweating. His gut balloons in front of him. Fucking dough-boy in a suit. “Get in here!”

The Big O smells like Old Spice and sweat. Tangy. I sink  into a chair while he shuts the door and grumbles. “What in the hell is wrong with you?”

I don’t answer. He doesn’t really want me to.

“Drawing filth like that, in Mrs. Sagehorn’s class of all places.” He moves to the side of his desk and stares at me, face hanging limp around his neck. “I expect shit like that from . . .” His voice drops, like he’s talking more to himself than me. Pisses me off though, how he doesn’t finish. He’s always doing that, at least with me.

“From who?” I sit up and lean on my elbows.

His eyebrows dart together. “Watch yourself with me. Understand?” He straightens, smoothes his tie. “From someone with no direction.” He says the last part as if he was searching for another way to say white trash, but with less sting.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, only because I want him to elaborate. To see if he can.

He smiles and ignores my tone this time. “Oh, I think you know. Lot smarter than the rest.” He watches me, waiting for my reaction. I know exactly what the fuck he’s talking about. My scores on those tests years ago. He brings them up whenever he can, as if their existence will somehow change something. Everyone thought the same years ago, and look at me now. Here I am because I drew something nasty and now must be punished. He’s trying to get me riled, but fuck the Big O. I’m not losing it. I just want my detention.

He clears his throat. “Smarter than the rest, but you love that Vo-Tec.”

I shift in my seat. Something’s different, and I don’t like it. “It’s fine with me if you want to be a grease monkey when you’re smart enough to go to college. Just not on my dime.” He waits. He wants me to look at him, show that  respect. Just like all my mom’s former boyfriends. And current. Fuck that. He sits in his chair, and the thing wheezes from the strain. “Pull shit like that again and you can kiss the program good-bye.”

I look up now and open my mouth for air, feeling like I’m in a choke hold. The fuck did he just say? No more Vo-Tec? Can he do that?

“What? What?” He’s almost laughing. “Think I can’t? Watch me. It’s not like this is your first offense.” He leans forward. “Remember the pot last year. You and Tuckerson all red-eyed in the bathroom?” He leans back and looks up at the ceiling, and the anger has started to boil within me. “Or the fight after homecoming? You know we have footage.”

Fuck this motherfucker. I bite the inside of my cheek and press my palms into my knees to keep my legs from bouncing. None of this has anything to do with anything. Fuckwad has no clue about who I am, but he sure can paint a picture. He watches me, and I concentrate on breathing. I just wanted detention. Not all this. If I blow, it’ll get worse, and I refuse to get suspended. My mom would probably let Cameron give me a good once over if I did.

“So do we understand the situation?”

I nod because it’s what he wants.

“Good. Because one more mistake and that’s it.” He leans across his desk and looks through some papers. “You’ve got study hall next, right?”

I don’t respond because he’s staring at my fucking schedule.

“Normally I’d give you after-school detention, but with the bussing and all . . . and since you just sleep through study hall according to Mr. Stevens, I think a different arrangement is in order.”

My body snaps upright, but Big O doesn’t seem to notice.  Fuck, he can’t be serious. What the hell am I gonna do instead of detention? My body goes limp, and I let out a sigh. I’m fucking past angry.

“Cleaning duty every study hall until Christmas.” He slaps the paper.

Shit. I’ve seen kids doing this, pushing a broom and taking out trash. Fuck me. I look at my schedule, scan the empty spaces that represent my free time and do the math. Something like thirty hours of sweeping and mopping for three minutes of drawing. I fucking hate the corners I get backed into. If I’m so smart why can’t I see one or two moves ahead?

“One more thing.”

What else does he want to grind into this punishment?

“I know you’re friends with Rob O’Connell and that he’s been working with Dan Rayburn. Coach Dan. He used to go here.”

I’m already fucked up from holding my shit together, so I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about this.

“Well,” Big O sits back and takes a breath. “Coach and I are working together to help out Rob, give him a future.”

Rob hasn’t said anything about this. I almost blurt that he’s going to be a mechanic, like me, but don’t. I can tell there’s more. Why else would he be telling me?

“Antioch, I think he and I need to bring you into that plan. I’m worried about you. I don’t really want to take away Vo-Tec; I’d rather help.”

Why’d he have to pull this 180? I went from pissed to blushing. It sucks, but I can’t hide it. Big O’s gone from giving me hell to offering me help? No one offers me help. The fuck is going on?

“What I’d like to see is you join the gym. It will give you  somewhere to go. Keep you out of trouble. And help you with things at home.”

My head snaps up at the last part. How could he possibly know? “I can’t. I can’t afford that.” The words tumble out and my face beats hotter.

“I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to stay out of trouble, and this is a way.” Big O leans across his desk. “Antioch, look at me.”

I don’t want to, but I do. There’s something in his voice I only have a vague notion of. Compassion, I think.

“You do this, and you’ll both have a shot. Rob’s got a good head, but you two are tight, and I don’t want to see him brought down by whatever you’re sinking in.”

My thoughts start connecting again, and the heat burns again from anger. “But what’s in this for me? So I’m out of trouble for a few months? Rob gets some future? What do I get?”

Big O’s eyes glitter for a second, like he’s ready to strike out, but then he sits back. “Don’t worry, I’ve got plans for you, too. But first, you need to clean up your act. Any more crap in class, any fights, anything, you can forget this conversation and all that comes with it.”

If I was confused before, now I’m bewildered. So Big O may still take away Vo-Tec, but is going to pay for me to go learn how to fight? But he wants me to do so to help Rob and so that I stay out of trouble? This makes no sense. But, if I do, then he’ll hook me up? But how? What the fuck just happened?

“Now,” Big O slams his meaty hand on the desk, snapping me back to the moment, “go report to the janitor’s station. It’s right behind the cafeteria.”

I grip the chair’s handles and try to think of something to say. Nothing comes. He looks up, as if wondering if I’ve heard him. In his face I see a question, and for a moment I  wonder if Big O is wrong about this, about believing in me, or if this fat fuck is one hundred percent right.
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Two janitors sit around a busted up table, drinking coffee and watching TV, some fucking game show. No wonder this school looks worse than my house. I knock on the open door. One turns, looks at me, and blinks, like maybe he was expecting someone else, but he doesn’t speak, just pushes his lips into a knot.

“I’m supposed to come here for cleaning duty?”

The blinking one blinks. The other one keeps watching TV. I look around for someone else. Just mops and brooms and cleaning solution.

“What do you want me to do?”

Neither answers. This is fucking bullshit. Big O must have known the retard crew was working and sent me down to be tortured. What’s he gonna do if I bolt? Like these guys’ll know whether I’m here or not?

“Behind you is a sweeper. Let’s start with that.” The voice comes from my left, outside the office. I turn and a giant in a tight blue T-shirt is watching me. His eyes dance. I look for the tool and then step to it.

“This one?”

He nods.

I grab the handle and lift the head, which is heavier than I thought.

“You know where the science wing is?”

I look up. “Yeah. I’m not stupid.”

He crosses his arms over his chest and veins pop along his forearms. “Yeah, maybe.” He waits a moment, then continues. “I want you to sweep both sides. Go up one way and down the other. Clack that thing out when you’re finished. I’ll show you.” He extends his arm, and I hand it over. “Here.” He grabs the pole like a hockey stick and smacks the wall. Wrappers and dust fall out. He grunts. “Grab a dustpan and clean up the piles. Toss ’em in the can.” He hands me the pole. “Do the English hall after. Then come back here.”

Fuck me. This is gonna blow, but I don’t have any questions and I don’t feel like hanging around this freak, so I drag the sweeper behind me, grab a dustpan, and head out.

The halls are still quiet as I hit the science wing. It smells of formaldehyde. I drop the dustpan, and the clatter echoes. Fuck, I started my morning cleaning up a mess, and now I’m stuck doing this. But, then there’s the other shit Big O was talking about. I have to talk to Rob, see if he can get me straight on this. The anger that was rising simmers, and I put my head down and start walking.

There isn’t much to this. I just direct the head at shit lying around, and it picks it up, like a mini street sweeper. In a way, I enjoy the result. I finish one side, head up the other and a pile of filth rolls before me. A door opens, and a kid pops out. I stop and put my chin to my chest. No way am I going to let him see my face. He unwraps a stick of gum and puts it in his mouth. My stomach growls. He heads my way and slows down, tosses his wrapper into the pile, and laughs. He continues past, real close, his shoulder just touching mine. I go hot and choke the shit out of the handle, but he keeps going, busting his heels hard on the floor, and I bite my cheek and don’t say a word. I just start pushing again.

I don’t see anyone in the English wing, just hear teachers blabbing away. I sweep up the pile, toss it, and then head back to the office. The two idiots are gone, but the big motherfucker is there, marking a pile of florescent bulbs. He looks up. “All set?”

I nod.

“Good. I’ll tell Ostrander.” He squares to me, his chest sticking out as far as Big O’s fucking gut. “You’ll be back on Monday.”

Funny, he doesn’t say it like a question. “Yeah. I guess.”

“You guess or you will?”

Fucking shit, for a janitor he thinks he’s a fucking bad-ass. “Like I’ve got a choice?”

“Always have a choice.”

Who is this douche, the fucking philosopher of janitors? “Then I guess we’ll see.” I turn away, and if he was going to say anything, the bell cuts him off.
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