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TEN


Three letters. One puny syllable. The number didn’t sound impressive, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it. You could say I was obsessed with it.


It didn’t help that the world shoved it in my face. In social studies we debated the Bill of Rights. And who picked the FBI Ten Most Wanted List? Please. I could come up with at least twenty psycho-quality people in New York City alone.


My theory was the world’s fascination with the number started with Moses and the Ten Commandments. In biblical days, people knew better than to argue with a guy who parted seas. But I blamed my obsession on my psychiatrist.


Almost ten years ago, Dr. Hadley Quentin, or “Hardly Qualified,” as I liked to call him, planted the idea to close my eyes, take a deep breath, and count to ten. It was supposed to relax me, but the last thing a six-year-old with Tourette syndrome and obsessive-compulsive disorder needed was a fixation on one particular number.


But I was young and desperate and let the number run my life. As if I had any say. It conspired with my brain and interfered with everything from walking to sleeping. Until I decided to take control.


To celebrate taking back my life, I created my List of Ten. And on April 6, the tenth anniversary of my diagnosis, it will be complete.


1. Get my first kiss


2. Meet someone else with Tourette syndrome


3. Be pain-free


4. Find a babysitter for my baby brother


5. See the space shuttle


6. Talk about Tourette in public


7. Give away my Tim Howard autographed picture


8. Drive a car


9. Talk to Mom


10. Commit suicide




















FEBRUARY 1


One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine.


I stepped into the room the same second I got to ten. Also the same second the bell rang. Yeah, it sounded cool, but required absolutely no talent or planning. I counted my steps every day, so it was bound to happen at some point.


Of course, I still had to make it to my desk before class started. In other classes I’d be considered late and heading to the teacher’s desk to pick up a detention slip, but Mrs. Frances didn’t care. Probably because it took her a few minutes to get her stuff together, and right now she was preoccupied with her computer.


My desk was in the front row, but on the far side of the room. I stood in the doorway and debated which path to take. The long way down the side, across the back, then up to my desk, or the shortest across the front. My neck twitched. My hands squeezed into fists.


Since class hadn’t started yet, everyone sat in their best conversation positions, facing away from the teacher. Abhy and Spencer argued about whether Luke Skywalker was Rey’s father, and three girls puckered and posed in front of the phones they held at arm’s length. Their fascination with Instagram selfies would make it possible for me to walk across the room without being noticed.


I took a deep breath and the first step. One. You’d think I was heading toward the electric chair. It was just science, which happened to be my favorite subject. Another step. Two. I stretched my legs to maximize the distance. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.


I was three desks from mine, but it didn’t matter. I’d hit the magic number. I bent down, touched the floor, and just in case someone saw, fumbled with my shoelaces like that’s the real reason my hands were near the nasty floor. From the corner of my eye I saw Jason’s eyes on me. Busted. Heat rushed from my neck to my forehead, and not because they turned on the heat in this school. I stood up, took three giant steps to my desk, one, two, three, whispered the remaining seven to get to ten, and fell into my chair.


My neck twitched. My hands squeezed into fists. Repeat. I pulled A Farewell to Arms out of my backpack. If anything could take my mind away from here it was World War I. I read and annotated until Mrs. Frances stood up, barely visible above her computer monitor, and pushed her wide black-framed glasses farther up her nose.


“New term, new seats,” she announced.


For one breathtaking minute, my body froze. Okay, it was literally scared stiff, but the neck twitches and hand squeezing stopped. I savored the stillness.


Then the minute passed.


My head bobbed to my left shoulder. My left shoulder lifted to my head. Repeat. Head bob, shoulder lift. Head bob, shoulder lift. Of course it came back. I’d done the neck twitch every day, every hour, every few minutes since I was six. But right now it was out of control.


I pleaded with Mrs. Frances. My mind to her mind. My eyes to her’s. Please don’t do this. Don’t change my comfortable hell. She moved to the front of the room and studied the paper in her hand.


“Okay, everyone pack up your materials and move to the back.”


Chairs scraped around me. Papers fluttered. The mumble of voices drifted behind me.


I took a deep breath. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven—


Mrs. Frances looked up from her paper. Her eyes landed on me.


“Troy, pack up your books.”


My chest tightened. She interrupted me in the middle. And on an odd number.


Eight, nine, ten. I shoved the book in my backpack and started again. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.


I stood up, trudged to the back, and fitted myself into the corner. Mrs. Frances consulted her paper, called out a name, and pointed to my old desk. “Bradley.”


One of the selfie girls giggled. Bradley moaned.


“Mrs. Frances, can I have another seat?”


“What’s wrong with that one?” she asked.


Bradley glared at me like this desk-switching event was my idea. Mrs. Frances could have said half the class had Ebola and it was a contamination issue. It wouldn’t have mattered. It took me four months to get comfortable in the last seat.


“It’s . . . well . . . he’s . . ,” Bradley said. “Nothing.”


Bradley sighed, turned away from me, and took the long way to the seat. I tensed my neck muscles and occupied my mind by mentally reciting the periodic table. I didn’t want to see him disinfect my old chair before sitting down. And someone who frequently forgot their deodorant after PE shouldn’t be worried about me.


I recited all the elements, but as usual, my brain changed directions on me and fixated on something else: the papers in my backpack. They were probably crumpled from stuffing everything inside. I wrinkled my face to mimic the wrinkled papers.


My neck twitched again. My face scrunched itself up. Another neck twitch. Then a face scrunch neck twitch combo. Great, a new one. I slumped further into the corner and stared at my sneakers.


What grand purpose could switching desks serve? Was she alphabetizing the classroom? Putting us in height order? Maybe it was something completely radical, like arranging us by birthday. While all those possibilities seemed rational to me, they were uncharacteristic of a woman who mixed her pens and pencils and left sentences half finished.


Bradley mumbled something to the boy behind him while Mrs. Frances finished filling the first two rows. Six seats in each. Twelve.


I counted to ten.


She started the next row. Dead center of the room. My neck twitched. My face scrunched. One new neighbor was nothing compared to what the middle of the room would do to me. Being surrounded by other kids’ desks, some turned slightly diagonal, pencils left crooked, and wrinkled pieces of paper taunting me, would make my whole body shake. I would have to touch everything. Repeatedly.


I stared at the teacher and resisted putting my finger to my temple like Professor X did in the X-Men movies before he learned to implant his thoughts into someone else’s mind without all the dramatics. I screamed the words in my head. Put me next to Abhy again. The urge to touch his desk should be gone since I already knew what it felt like. And his desk was neat.


I counted to ten, stood straight, then leaned forward hoping she’d call this craziness off. But Mrs. Frances ignored my signals this time too and continued reading names. Spencer, Esther.


Not a middle desk. Please not the middle. An invisible hand squeezed my chest. I tried to suck air in, but none made it to my lungs. One, two, three, four—there would be four desks to touch—five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.


“Eric.” Mrs. Frances pointed to a desk in the third row, three seats back. The room started to spin.


“Abhy,” she called.


A tiny bit of air got in. She called more names and pointed to more desks. Each time she filled a desk, the breathing got easier. I was on number six when she called my name. Seven, eight, nine, ten. I could breathe again and even the stale classroom air felt good. I skimmed the back wall on the way to my new desk.


Fifth seat back in the row closest to the door. There was no one behind me, and I was golden if there was a fire drill. All that stood between the door and me was Bob, the classroom skeleton, and a waist-high bookcase filled with magazines, books, and videos from the nineties. The videos were probably fire hazards, but it was a chance I was willing to take for this seat.


I sank into my chair and breathed freely. Oxygen in. Carbon dioxide out. Repeat. Mrs. Frances smiled at me. I nodded back. I had a new love for her. Either she got my mental telepathy messages or she really was observant despite her obvious lack of organizational skills.


My neck twitch went from every four seconds to every two minutes, and the face scrunch showed up every fourth time. I straightened the wrinkled papers in my backpack, pulled out my science notebook, and wrote the date: February 1. Then found the courage to peek at my new neighbor on the left.


Khory Price.


A girl.


My neck twitched faster. Touching a boy’s desk was bad, but a girl’s? With my place on the social ladder, it would come across as creepy, and I didn’t need another label. I already sported the nickname “American Horror Story Freak Show.”


I shoved my left hand under my leg. My elbow jerked trying to free it. With my right hand I smoothed the crinkled papers. A difficult feat, but it kept me occupied. My head still bobbed. My shoulder still lifted.


I didn’t want to be a jerk and ignore her, but if I looked toward Khory and saw the brown faux wood of her desk, I’d have to touch the place where it attached to the gray metal. My fingers tingled with the idea of running themselves over the seam.


I mind-messaged Mrs. Frances to start class, but she continued to scribble questions on the whiteboard. Apparently our connection was gone.


Against my better judgment, I peeked at Khory Price. She had her left elbow on the desk and her forehead in her hand, and alternated between writing and erasing numbers in an open notebook. The only thing consistent was the sighs.


Her hair slid off her shoulder and covered the wood and metal seam of the desk. Suddenly the urge to touch the wood disappeared, but it wasn’t as satisfying as I’d hoped. My fingers still tingled and moved up and down as much as they could trapped under my leg. They had an urge to touch something, and realizing what it was made me wish for the desk.


Her hair. Long and brown, with a hint of red when the sun shone through the window. It was shiny and smooth. My fingers would slip down like on a water-park slide and get lost in the curls at the ends. I ran my right hand through my own hair. It did nothing to satisfy the tingle and probably just made my hair stand up straight. My left elbow jerked to free my hand. I yanked it out and held it back like it was a two-year-old going for candy.


Khory slammed her pencil down and stared at me. “What?”


My cheeks burned. I shook my head and focused on my own notebook and the date. Sixty-five days left.


“Sorry, I’m Khory,” she said.


Of course, I already knew that. There were only twenty-two of us in the class. I didn’t talk much, but I listened well.


“I’m Troy.” That was the extent of my conversation abilities.


“Hi.”


Thankfully she didn’t want to shake hands or I’d have to free my left hand. If we were both girls, we would have hugged and squealed or made some other noise only dogs could hear. I got away with a nod. She turned back to her desk, frowned at her notebook, then bit her bottom lip. I counted to ten and watched her hair fall over her shoulder and cover part of her face. She twisted the edge of her paper. My left arm lifted a few inches and moved to the edge of my desk. There was no controlling it. It had a mind of its own and stretched out until it was a millimeter from the tip of her curls.


“I hate math,” she said. “Or maybe it’s just Mr. Nagel. He stares too much and creeps me out. I hate when people stare at me.”


I let out a big breath and yanked my hand away just as Khory looked up.


I had him too, but he turned away when I walked into the room. Maybe he thought I was the creepy one. I kept that to myself since I couldn’t handle another seat rearranging and fumbled with my pencil. I counted to myself and tapped it ten times on my desk, then leaned back and attempted to seem cool, or not as weird.


“Okay, class. Listen up,” Mrs. Frances announced. “Before we start the new section, I want to tell you about a new science summer program. It’s a three-week intensive course on astronomy ending with a field trip to New York.”


The chance for a trip to New York, even for a school-type program, got people to put their phones down and sit up straight. Except Khory.


She sank in her chair and stared at her desk. A shadow covered her face, one that had nothing to do with the sun streaming through the window.


“You good?” I asked.


Khory turned to me. “Yes. It sounds interesting, doesn’t it? I’d love to go, but New York is so far.”


“Sure.” It sounded like a dream come true, but it conflicted with another, more important dream I had. Summer was almost five months away, and my list would be completed by then.




















FEBRUARY 1


After Chemistry and a brief stop at my locker, I started the trek to the back door and the bus lot. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten steps. Bend down. Repeat. Faster and faster each time. I didn’t want to walk the three and a half miles home if I missed the bus. My brother was waiting for me.


I climbed the school-bus steps. My favorite seat behind the driver was taken by a short, beefy kid with a trombone, so I scanned the seats for an empty one, or at least one by the window. My neck twitched. Sitting on the end with a seat across the aisle was just like the classroom-desk issue. The urge to touch it, and the person sitting there, would be overwhelming. The thought alone made my fingers tingle.


There was one empty seat seven rows back. I made my way there and slid all the way to the window. I ran my fingers over the empty space next to me, then tapped it ten times. Just as I was about to start another round of tapping, a pair of gray legging-covered legs stopped in the aisle.


“Great,” the legging girl groaned.


I yanked my hand back. She flopped onto the seat, swung her legs toward the aisle, and put her back to me. Her long, blonde ponytail teased me. Pull me! I grabbed my jacket and pulled it instead. Nowhere near as satisfying.


The bus engine choked, sputtered, then eventually came to life. When we bumped our way to the open road, I took out my phone and opened the List of Ten. I thought about the new seats, Khory, and the astronomy summer program. Could I fit them into the list?


Before high school, my real dream was to have friends and a girlfriend. Someone who would wait at our locker before school and get me in trouble for texting me during dinner. Of course, we would share a locker. But high school was a rude awakening for what the real world had to offer. Hormones brought on a whole new mess of Tourette tics, emotions, and interactions with society that I would have preferred not to have. So what did adulthood promise? More of the same.


I could just imagine Dr. Hardly Qualified’s reaction if I’d told him my plan to commit suicide. He’d press his pointer finger to his cheek, which he always did to appear thoughtful while he came up with something to say. Then he’d grab some outdated, dust-covered book from his shelf.


“Hmm, suicide. Depression!”


“I’m not depressed,” I would have explained. “Just tired. Exhausted from the whole thing.”


“And what do you mean by that, specifically?”


“The Tourette, the OCD, being in constant pain because my muscles won’t stop moving and my brain won’t stop counting.” Even my explanations were on repeat. To a trained professional, it should have been obvious by looking at me.


“Troy, you need to give it time. Close your eyes, breathe in, and count to ten.” Then he would have added antidepressants to my current medicine cocktail.


I did give it, and him, time. Ten days. Ten months. Years even. And now that the tenth anniversary of my nightmare life was coming, the significance couldn’t be ignored. I was sure HQ wouldn’t approve.


I shifted toward the window, as the number of neck twitches and hand squeezes increased, and focused on the rows of trees whizzing by. My muscles ached as I tried to control them, but they quivered from the inside like a million ants scurrying through my body trying to get free. People already thought I was crazy. If my muscles took over, everyone would run away screaming like the zombie apocalypse was here.


I listened to the voices complaining about new semester classes, teachers, and homework as we passed the shopping center where I learned to ride my bike. Almost home. The bus turned into my neighborhood and pulled to the curb. My stop was the first one, two blocks from my house.


I scooted past ponytail girl and started the ten-count-bend-down, pushing away the visual of chewed gum, spit, and dog poop that lived in the floor’s rubber tread. A boy behind me sighed. His breath was warm on my neck. Did he think I enjoyed this? My neck twitched. Trust me, no one wanted to get home faster than me.


I leaped off the last step, took a deep breath of cool air, and wiped the sweat off my forehead. When I turned left onto my street, I ran the rest of the way, too fast to slow down when I got to the number ten. I stopped at the door, touched the ground ten times, then disappeared inside.


As soon as the lock clicked, I freed the ants scrambling in my body. My neck twitched fifteen times. An odd number. My hands clenched. Fingernails dug in my palms. My neck twitched five more times, felt the craving, and quickly did it ten more times. Thirty. Even number and divisible by ten. Which left a three. Ten more times. Forty. Four times ten is forty. Searing pain traveled from my neck down my left shoulder blade. An eighty-five out of one hundred on my rate-the-pain scale.


I let out a big exhale and shuffled to my room. Ten steps. Touched the hardwood. Ten steps. Touched the carpet. My fingertips slid over it. Soft. Too soft. I pressed my fingers into it, feeling for the hard floor underneath.


In my room, I collapsed on the floor, letting my body melt into the carpet. I stared at the light-up stars on my ceiling. My fingers ran over the carpet, but that didn’t matter anymore. I closed my eyes, thankful to be home just in time. How were strangers supposed to understand that? Of course I had to at least try to explain it before April 6.


I sank deeper into the carpet. Life could be worse. I could have lost an eye, or a leg, or everything I owned in a house fire set by a drug-addicted second cousin, as Dad would say.


“Troy, as a cop, I see despair every day.”


Doubtful since he was a captain who worked behind a desk in the part of town where lowlifes were people whose houses only had four-car garages. And what did he know? He didn’t live in my body. I would never judge anyone. Actually, I envied people whose lives were worse than mine but who found the courage to survive.


I rolled onto my stomach and made a pillow with my hands. Some cruel joke of the universe gave excruciating pain, a dumpster full of tics, and a number fixation to a sixteen-year-old boy. As if being medicated and pudgy with a few pimples wasn’t embarrassing enough. That’s why I made the list. I was exhausted.


The only relief was sleep, and right now I would give up my iPhone to get some, but the sound of jingling keys meant I’d have to wait.


“Troy? Are you home?”


I opened my eyes as my stepmom poked her head in the doorway. She scrunched her eyebrows together. “Are you alright?”


“Just tired.”


“Are you okay to stay with Jude? I have to leave in five minutes.”


“Sure.”


I followed her into the family room. She put the baby monitor and a stuffed giraffe on the coffee table, tied her shoulder-length hair in a bun, then loaded up her tactical belt with the handcuffs, gun, and a flashlight. She was a cop who actually saw the dregs of society. That’s why she let her muscles peek out of her uniform sleeves.


“He’s still napping,” Terri said. “There’s spaghetti in the fridge for dinner. Your dad should be home around six-thirty.”


“Got it.”


I dug my notebooks and iPad out of my backpack. After twenty minutes, I had only done two questions, and now had the image of Khory and the way her hair fell over her face burned into my mind. I laid my pencil on the table parallel to my notebook and went in search of last year’s yearbook.


Back in the family room, I flipped through it until I found her. Khory had the same long brown hair and huge dark eyes last year. She smiled with perfect straight teeth, and I assumed, if the picture were color, she’d have some version of the pink lipstick she had today.


I sighed, flipped to the index, and scrolled to her name searching for other pictures with her hair falling over one eye or her biting her bottom lip like she did in class.


My fingertips gripped the page and pulled gently. An urge grew in my chest like the beginning of an itch. Pull harder, my brain taunted. Then, a second later, don’t rip the page. Tourette was one big contradiction.


The tingle went down my fingers to the palm of my hand aching for the feeling of balled-up paper. The hand squeeze was a losing battle like all the others. I shoved the yearbook away, sat on my hands, and fell back against the couch. One, two, three, four, five, six.


A gurgling sound came through the monitor. Seven, eight, nine, ten. I got up, and the yearbook fell open to a page of kids making goofy faces at the camera. It was weird how people chose to scrunch up their faces or stick their tongues out when most of my life I tried to avoid doing that. Or avoided cameras altogether because I couldn’t.


I went to Jude’s room, and my neck calmed down. We did the whole diaper-and-clothes change thing. Not my favorite part of our afternoon party session, but a small price to pay for quality time with my best friend and most trusted confidant.


“How was your day?” I grabbed his Thomas the Train blanket on the way back to the family room. “Mine was fine. Thanks for asking. I met a girl.”


Okay, she was assigned to the seat next to me, but I didn’t look up anyone else in the yearbook. Or spend half the afternoon thinking about them.


Jude laughed, which I didn’t take personally since his eyes twinkled with excitement and not ridicule.


“Oy. Eeee. Aah,” he said. Well, that’s what most people probably heard, but since I spoke eleven-month-old, it was clear he asked, “Is she cute?”


“As a matter of fact, she is.”


I set him on the carpet, gave him his blanket, and took out four blocks and a train with lights and the most annoying music since the eighties. I made it through two more math problems before he derailed the train.


Since we were a lot more interested in science, we watched the videos Mrs. Frances assigned. Jude’s smile was the only thing I looked forward to when waking up in the morning. He was a lot like our dad, with his tuft of brown hair and blue-green eyes, while I was exactly like my mom. Brown eyes, solid build under the medication weight, and the disorders.


My parents knew what I had even before they took me to the doctor almost ten years ago. The repeated neck twitches, grunting, and touching were classic Tourette symptoms. And some were the same Mom had.


The doctor, an older lady with black hair and deep lines around her eyes, put me on the exam table and studied me. No shining a light in my eyes or examining my ears. She just watched. My neck twitches increased. I touched her arm. Twitch. Touch. Repeat. Dad reached for my hand while Mom backed up toward the parent chair.


“Of course he has Tourette,” the doctor said. “I’m sure you recognized the signs.”


I peered around Dad to see Mom collapse in the chair. She nodded and stared at the floor.


“Mommy?”


Dad rubbed my back. “Yes, we did,” he said to the doctor. “We just wanted an official diagnosis, so we could move to the next steps.”


Those steps turned out to be questionnaires that uncovered my obsessive-compulsive disorder, attention deficit disorder, and anxiety. Then prescriptions for medications that made me feel like a zombie, and finally psychiatrist information that eventually led us to Hardly Qualified.


I put Jude on my lap and gave him a hug. These afternoon hangouts would help get me through the next sixty-five days.


“So, I have this list of ten things I want to do.” I took out my phone and opened to the list. “As you can see, number two is to get my first kiss.”


“Mm, aahshh, oy.”


“Well it may be shocking for you that I’ve never kissed a girl, but sadly, that’s my reality. So, I want to make it happen, and I want it to be Khory.”


Jude reached for the phone. I put it on the couch, slid the yearbook closer to us, and flipped to Khory’s last-year picture. “See, she’s cute. Actually, she’s beautiful.”


Why would she want to kiss someone like me? I had nothing to offer except the entire Star Wars movie collection on Blu-ray and a head butt if she got too close to my left side. And my impressive academic skills, something she’d know if Mrs. Frances had arranged us by GPA.


“Jude, what is the one and, based on her frustration today, probably the only thing Khory needs that I can provide? Help in math.”


Jude turned away from the yearbook and smiled at me.


“I know, genius, right? Now comes the hard part. Asking her.”




















FEBRUARY 1


Jude and I took a homework break and went on the swings.


“Dinner!” Dad yelled through the back door.


Already? I still had homework and doubted any teacher would accept the excuse of being distracted by a baby or working on a plan to get a girl to kiss me.


I carried Jude across the backyard. We made a game out of the ten-count-bend-down, me counting, then both of us reaching for the ground. His giggle made the compulsion bearable.


We walked into the kitchen, and I plopped him in the high chair. Dad, the taller and more muscular version of Jude, had his uniform sleeves folded at each elbow. He dashed from the microwave to the sink to the refrigerator, banging plates and pots and running water.


I soaped up a towel and squeezed the extra water in the sink. My palm tingled. I squeezed the towel again. Repeat. I groaned.


“Are you washing Jude’s hands?” Dad asked.


I took six long steps to Jude, counted the rest to ten, then rubbed the towel over his hands, cleaning the dirt between his fingers. My palm tingled, and the feeling spread out to my fingers. My heart pounded. I couldn’t stop it.


My hand squeezed into a fist. Jude’s tiny fingers were trapped inside. They rolled over themselves and felt like a handful of stones inside mine. He screamed. I rubbed his hair to soothe him, but my hand squeezed again. I leaped back. My neck twitched. My hands squeezed together. Repeat. Repeat.


“What happened?” Dad yelled. “What are you doing?” He stomped over and snatched the towel from my hand. Did he think I did it on purpose?


“Sorry. It was an accident. I didn’t mean to.” My body shook. I grabbed my hair and pulled. Harder. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Repeat. I moved my hands behind my back.


Dad turned to me. “It’s okay. You didn’t mean it. Take a deep breath.”


Then what? Count to ten and suddenly everything would be better? I shook my head.


“Jude’s fine. Don’t worry. Sit. I’ll get dinner.”


I sank into my chair. Dad went to the kitchen and came back with two plates of spaghetti, sauce, corn, and a cup of yogurt.


Forks and spoons tinged against the plates. Dad was like a robot. One bite for him, two spoonfuls for Jude. I sat straighter, divided my food into ten equal parts, and made a barrier for the encroaching sauce with lines of pasta. The corn transformed into crushed bones. What happened? I was harmless. Except to paper and the occasional door I slammed against the wall. But people? Never.


I had a theory about Tourette: the busier the brain was, the less trouble the body caused. So I thought about the homework I didn’t finish, which led to chemistry, and then to Khory. There was a big difference between helping someone in math and kissing them, and I had no idea how to get from one to the other. My math skills were above average, but my social skills were definitely an F.


I couldn’t even tell if she liked me. As just a person, obviously, but the fact that she wasn’t like Bradley, who asked for another seat, and didn’t scoot her desk as far from me as she could, were good signs.


“How was school?” Dad asked.


“The same,” I said.


“Great.”


To Dad, “the same” was synonymous with “great.” Unfortunately, things had changed since he first asked that question. Tenth grade wasn’t second grade, and the same no longer meant recess, science fairs, and reading time that turned into superpower conversations.


“How’s that kid you used to be friendly with? Eric, Evan?”


I sighed. “The one that moved away in fifth grade? Or the one in seventh grade that freaked out when I touched his hair?” The touching tic always got me in trouble.


“Oh, sorry. I forgot about that.”


Dad refocused on his food, ripping bite-size pieces of garlic bread from his and handing them to Jude. I grabbed my garlic bread. My hand clenched around it until it was covered in a layer of butter and garlic. Crumbs flew across the table. Jude’s eyes went wide. He laughed, grabbed a piece of his bread, and copied me. Then he threw it across the table.


“Jude, don’t throw your food,” Dad said.


It had to be frustrating to eat dinner with your sixteen-year-old who had table manners as bad as your baby. I wasn’t expecting an it-sucks-to-be-you comment, but he could have asked if it was time for my medicine. Or if I needed a napkin.


“So, tell me something that happened in school,” he said.


I repositioned my food into their ten groups and thought about asking how to get a girl to kiss you. He’s had two wives, so he must know something. But what if he asked for details? Or what if he didn’t? I put my head down.


I went over my day again. Freaking out about the new seating chart and ponytail girl were on the tip of my tongue, but all I said was I needed a new spiral notebook.


. . . . . . . . . .


After dinner I grabbed my notebooks and sat at my desk. I had homework to finish, but even science couldn’t push what I’d done to Jude out of my head. The thought of his tiny fingers inside my hand made me queasy. I pictured Khory and her hair curling at the ends, but my brain kept forcing the bad images through.


I shoved my laptop away and pounded the desk. Again and again. My chest tightened. I yanked a handful of paper from my notebook and scrunched it up. Repeat. The feeling wasn’t the same. My brain wanted his fingers. Those tiny little things I could crush into sand. My neck twitched. I pounded on my chest. Breathe.


Somehow I had to control myself. It wasn’t long. The tenth anniversary was too close for me to off myself after an excruciatingly painful day, or a trip to the principal’s office because I straightened pencils on someone’s desk who preferred them crooked.


I grabbed my phone and opened my list. Number two: first kiss. I clicked on the paper-and-pencil icon, opened a new page, typed “First Kiss,” and created another list.


1. Ask Khoryif she wants help in math


2. Meet in a quiet place (my house, her house, the library)


3. Find the right situation to kiss her


I clicked back to the original list and ran my finger down the entries. All doable with planning, although some were easier than others. Number one: meeting someone with TS. There were support groups, I just had to find out where. Number three: being pain-free? Now that would take some thought. If I had that answer, all this wouldn’t be necessary.


I stopped on number nine: Talk to Mom.


I snuck a peek at my closet. Hidden behind the door was all I had left of her. Our relationship for the past six years fit into a shoebox. Seven cards didn’t take up much room.


When Mom first left, the cards came so regularly, I practically stalked the mailman. After school and on Saturdays, I sat on the driveway, then rushed down to meet him.


“What a good helper,” he said to me.


I nodded even though helping by collecting the mail never occurred to me. I shuffled through the envelopes, picked out the one with my name on it, and tore open the brightly colored envelope. Then read and reread them. “Happy 10th birthday!” “Thinking of you.” “You Graduated!” She’d written my name and signed hers, but that was it. No letter saying when she was coming back. No invitation to visit her. Certainly no plane ticket. Just impersonal messages written by someone else who cranked them out for money.


And after a year, they stopped.


If she’d just written, or called, I could have told her she didn’t need to explain why she left. I just wanted someone to talk to. Someone who understood why I had to touch everything, why I grunted under my breath, and how lonely it was when no one wanted to play with you. Instead, I got HQ and the number ten.


When I found her, she was going to give me that explanation. It would have been easy if she’d just done it back then, because now I had a few things to say. She’d know this was her fault. We could have lived with it together, but she never gave me that option. By leaving, she took all hope of surviving.


But I couldn’t do it now. I wasn’t ready to face those cards. My hands tightened into fists and my fingernails dug into the palms. I dared them to bleed.


I took a deep breath and clicked on the paper-and-pencil icon again. On a new page I made another list: Methods to Die.


1. Gun


I didn’t have to try and buy one or steal one. There was a handgun locked in a gray metal box on the top shelf in Dad’s closet. I found it by accident when, six months ago, I was looking for a hat. It called to me even then, just a whisper because it wasn’t the right time.


But it would be soon.


I stuck out my pointer finger and thumb in the shape of a gun like I’d done so many times when I was little and playing cop. Now I knew there were more uses for a gun. I opened my mouth and jabbed the “barrel” to the roof of my mouth. Placement was the difference between living and dying. I pulled the “trigger.” The bullet traveled up to my brain.


Pow!




















FEBRUARY 2


Whatever clueless administrator decided we should have four seventy-five-minute classes a day clearly never sat through English with Mrs. King, had ADD, or planned his or her life around talking to a girl.


So, thanks to this A-day, B-day schedule, I didn’t have science today and wouldn’t talk to Khory until tomorrow. But to get her to kiss me, I needed as much time as possible. All I had to do was figure out her schedule and a way to be in the same hallway as her.


The schedule was the easy part. We both had Mr. Nagel for math. I had him third block, and Khory and I had science together fourth, so that meant she had math first or second block.


Since Mr. Palmer, my second-block Introduction to Engineering teacher, handed out bathroom passes like candy on Halloween, I tried him first. Ten minutes before the end of class bell rang, I was counting and bending across the school to the only possible hallway Khory could take from Mr. Nagel’s classroom to the cafeteria.


I got there just as the bell rang and leaned against a locker hoping the owner didn’t show up. Someone being freaked out by my bizarre behavior might influence Khory in the wrong way. My neck twitched; I counted to ten and squeezed my hands. I repeated it three times before Khory darted around a group of people hanging out and blocking the hallway. She was headed this way. I put a hand on the locker to steady myself.


“Khory,” I choked out, barely loud enough for me to hear. I cleared my throat. “Khory.”


She turned toward me and tilted her head. Maybe she didn’t remember me. I ran my hand through my hair and thought about letting this chance pass. Face the locker, pretend it was mine, and let her think she was hearing things. But time was running out. I had a sixty-four-day deadline.


I waved her over. She leaned toward a girl with long brown-and-green hair, then stepped toward me.


“I just wanted to say I’m good in math.” Math, yes. Conversation, no. “I mean, if you need help.”


I cringed as the words came out of my mouth. Would she think I called her stupid? And why did I assume she’d want my help? Khory peered down the hallway, then back at me and smiled.


“I’m supposed to meet my friends for lunch. Come on, we can talk there.”


“Okay,” I said.


Then I realized what I agreed to. I almost died during the last seat change, and now lunch with a thousand more people? There was a reason I’d picked out my seat at the beginning of the year and did everything except carve my name in the table to make sure no one else sat there.


Just like in Science, I preferred an out-of-the-way place. The back corner. I wasn’t completely alone. Riley and Nicholas were near. Not close enough to touch their trays, but close enough to debate DC Comics versus Marvel.


Did her friends have lunch trays? They would have to, or brown bags. Something for me to reach out and touch. I squeezed my hand. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Air couldn’t find its way to my lungs. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Why did I think HQ’s technique would work one day?


I forgot what to do. Breathe? Khory moved to my left, closer to the middle of the hallway where people with coordination texted and sprinted past the slow kids. Just as on the highway. I breathed in. Then out. Repeat. We started walking. I focused on ten steps and breathing. When I got to ten, I bent down and touched the floor. The dark spots on the white-and-tan swirly tiles were not part of the design. Whoever invented portable hand sanitizer was a genius.


When I stood, she was still beside me.


“It’s okay,” she said. “My friends will save us seats.”


I gasped. I couldn’t look at her. Or talk to her. My neck twitched faster. Talking about it would come. It had to, it was on the list, but right now I stared straight ahead and focused on the path. We made a right turn and went through the lobby. I could see the cafeteria doors. Images of lunch trays invaded my mind. My hand reached out like I could touch them.


I took a breath, but the air didn’t get past my throat. I sucked in some more. A drop of sweat trickled down my face. We were at the cafeteria doors.


My regular seat called to me like a brand-new video game. I needed a good excuse to decline her invitation and find comfort in the corner, but everything I came up with was crap. Even I would have told myself I was full of shit.


I followed Khory to the short line for drinks, grabbed a bottle of water for each of us, and paid the cashier.


“Thanks,” she said.


She scanned the cafeteria. I held a cold water bottle against my chest in an effort to jump-start my lungs. I was on my eighth round of ten when she pointed to a table in the middle of the room. Of course, the middle. I put the bottle to my forehead and followed her again. This time to my doom.


Khory stopped next to the girl with brown-and-green hair. “Hey, guys, this is Troy. He’s going to tutor me in math. Troy, this is Rainn and Jay.”


Rainn’s love of green didn’t stop with her hair. She wore a lime-green blousy-type shirt over a darker green tank top. It wasn’t bad. Then she pulled out a green lunch box. That may have been overkill, but who was I to judge? My clothes and lunch box were bland and blue.


She leaned forward and studied me from head to toe. Her nose crinkled, and her lip curled like she’d drunk spoiled milk.


“Hi,” Rainn said to me, then shifted toward Khory. “Math tutor?”


Khory hit her arm and turned away from me.


Jay sat across the table. He was black with short hair, pretty much shaved, and a patch of chin hair that made the five sprigs on mine look like Charlie Brown’s head. He glanced at me, then down at his food.


My neck twitched nonstop. I stared at my empty seat in the corner. If I ran to the back, Khory would never kiss me.


“Sit,” she said.


I sat next to her. Jay shifted in his seat and pulled his lunch bag closer to him. I put mine down, and even though my stomach was rolling like storm waves, I pulled out my sandwich. I needed to keep my brain busy.


“So, what’s up, girl?” Rainn asked.


“Same,” Khory said. “Mr. Granieri gave us too much homework, as usual. How are things with Diego?”


Rainn sighed. “He’s not nurturing my dreams,” she said. “Plus, he’s a Scorpio.”


I knew better than to get in the middle of a boyfriend/girlfriend conversation, especially when I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what was wrong with being a Scorpio. I sat back, tempted fate with both hands on the table, and tried to ignore the drama.


“You’re a math tutor?” Jay asked.


I didn’t know what to say. Technically no, but I couldn’t admit I used it as an excuse to get close to Khory. I nodded.


“We’re in the same math class.”


I nodded again. That meant he’d most likely caught my touching act during class, which was why he pulled his lunch bag closer to him.


Khory mixed dressing into her salad and faced me. “Aren’t you going to eat?”


I stared at my sandwich. Ham and cheese with lettuce and tomato on wheat bread. I’d read somewhere that processed foods made tics worse, so I compromised by not eating white bread. And it was rough.


“So, about the math, you should give me your phone number since we’ll have to work on it after school,” Khory said and took out her phone.


I gave her my number and watched her punch it in then press the green button. My phone vibrated in my pocket.


“Now you have my number, too,” she said. “Can you come over after school today? The sooner I learn this stuff, the better I’ll do on the midterm.”


A girl’s number and an invitation to her house all in one conversation? If I wasn’t sitting, my legs would have given out.


“Yeah.”


I smiled and took a breath. Her hair smelled like coconuts. It bounced around her shoulders as she moved. Then the bubble popped.


“Actually, I can’t. I babysit my brother after school.” I clenched my hands, and my neck twitched at the memory of Jude’s tiny hand in mine. “Can you come to my house?”


Was I crazy? The only girls who came to our house were eight and dumped their dolls to play with a real baby.


Khory stopped eating, fork halfway to her mouth. A piece of lettuce teetered on the edge. Of course she couldn’t.


“I’m not allowed to go anywhere after school.” Her shoulders slumped, and the sadness in her eyes overshadowed everything.


Jay stared at the table and gobbled his stiff slice of pizza. Rainn frowned. Clearly I’d missed something. For years I’d believed every denied invitation or nearby laugh was about me, but this time I knew it wasn’t.


“We’ll work something out.” She picked up her fork and nibbled on the lettuce.


When the conversation between Khory and Rainn turned back to boys, I pulled out my phone and typed COMPLETED next to the task of asking Khory about math. I wanted to fist bump the air, but settled for a smile hidden behind my disgusting sandwich.


. . . . . . . . . .


A rare event occurred on this Tuesday afternoon: I finished my homework before Dad got home. That hasn’t happened since the day I started Patrick Henry High School. I planned to celebrate with hours of video games, but I couldn’t concentrate. I kept replaying today’s lunch. And it wasn’t an OCD thing. It was a girl thing.


Something about Khory made me feel electric. The way her hair glistened in the sunlight definitely did something to me, but it was more about the way she stayed with my ten-count-bend-down pace and asked me to sit with her and her friends at lunch. And she still wanted my phone number.


I guess we didn’t really know anyone. The school was full of different kinds of people: guys and girls who cared about fashion, the drama club, band members, and the random kids who didn’t belong anywhere. But really, that was all surface. For the first time I realized it went deeper. Like the sadness in Khory’s eyes. And me, as exposed as I was, still hid so much more.


I was a frequent lurker in the online TS groups, so I knew people hid the same things I did. Some probably had their version of the List of Ten. Not that I was interested in sharing. I didn’t need to be overwhelmed by talking-me-off-the-ledge comments.


“You have so much to live for.” As if they knew anything about my life.


“We’re here for you.” You don’t know me.


“Please talk to someone. Call the suicide hotline.” Okay, this one did have a point.


But how could they be “here” when they were faceless usernames floating through the internet? For all I knew, they could have typed the hotline number with a loaded gun in their lap.


They weren’t all wrong. I needed someone here. Physically here. To tic along with me, grimace in pain, and fill that empty space that’s been growing since April 6.


I opened my laptop, went to the internet, and typed in “Tourette syndrome support groups Richmond Virginia.” I held my breath as the blue bar traveled from left to right. How did the groups work? Would we be able to hear each other if we all mumbled or yelled? I may not have met anyone else like me since Mom left, but I’ve seen enough videos to know there were a lot of tics out there not as quiet as mine.


A list popped up. Richmond, Virginia Support Group Mid-Atlantic Chapter, Virginia Parent Support Groups, Find a local chapter: Tourette Association of America.


I clicked the first one.


The Tourette Association of America logo popped up along with pictures of smiling people. I sighed. I knew it was just a picture, “on the count of three, say cheese,” but I could never fake it like that. I scrolled down to the list of services. Social and educational events, donate, youth ambassadors, and support. I clicked on the last one.


A support group, open to everyone affected by TS, met every other Thursday at the main branch of Richmond General Hospital. The next meeting was February 4. This week.


I opened the List of Ten. Under number two: meet someone with Tourette syndrome, I typed the date and address. I would be there.


I closed my computer. Too much stress and planning wore me out. I forced myself up, went to the bathroom to take my medicine, then got into bed and waited for the medicine to kick in and my body to relax. Door closed. Lights off. Goodbye, day.


Then my phone rang.


I jumped so high I practically smacked the ceiling. The only people who called were Dad and Terri. I glanced at the phone. There in big white letters was the name Khory Price.


“Hello?”


“Troy? It’s Khory.”


My heart skipped a beat. I counted to ten.


“Troy? Are you there?”


“Yeah. Sorry. What’s up?” My conversation skills were lame even on the phone.


“Since you can’t come over after school and I can’t go over your house because my parents are crazy overprotective, can you come over Saturday? After lunch. Maybe one o’clock?”


Overprotective? That was her excuse and why everyone’s mood changed?


“Sure.”


“Great. I’ve been reading over the units so I won’t seem like a complete idiot.”


And I actually paid attention to Mr. Nagel’s lecture on trigonometric functions, so I’d be able to help her. “Okay. I’ll bring my math book,” I said.


“Thank you so much for this,” she said. “I’ll text you my address so you’ll have it. It’s in the Thornhill neighborhood.”


I could hear her smile through the phone, if that was even possible. I smiled too and sank into my pillow.


“No problem,” I said.


“Well, I should go. But you can call me whenever you want.”


“Um, okay.” Call her? I could barely put two words together around her.


“See you tomorrow,” she said.


“See you tomorrow.”


Then she hung up.


The red button disappeared, and my screen faded to black. She couldn’t have actually meant call her anytime. No, she meant for math only. Yeah, that was it. I was just the math tutor. My neck twitched. I squeezed my hands together. Stress was stress, even if caused by a beautiful girl.


My mind wandered like a dream. In it, we were talking on the phone. It was late. Our houses were dark and quiet. She fell asleep, and I spent the next few hours listening to her soft inhales and exhales.


My hand squeezed the phone and brought me back to reality. A dream. That’s all. I opened my notes, went to the First Kiss list, and typed COMPLETED next to number two, the place to meet. Now all I had to do was kiss her.
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