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TO ALL THE JERKS
AND SOUL MATES OF MY YOUTH
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IT WAS THE LAST DAY BEFORE THE Christmas holidays, and I sat in a bathroom stall at school dressed as a witch. The long, black fabric of my dress was trailing out under the stall door because of its ridiculous volume. I was crying. My knees were pulled up to my face and my arms wrapped around my legs, head burrowed in the black folds. My whole body felt tight, every muscle strained to the point where I was certain that a gentle tap could snap me in half. My face was hot and glazed with snot and tears, and I had to shove some of the fabric of the dress into my mouth so that my choking sobs wouldn’t reverberate through the entire bathroom.


I had never cried like this before. This was the way ladies in Lifetime movies cried, clinging to some guy’s leg as he was trying to walk out the door. I was the opposite of that. I had been one of those tough-as-nails, little shithead kids that didn’t cry—not when I got hurt, not when I was yelled at, not when I was picked on. And even when I did cry, it had always been short and to the point, secretly performed without witnesses and no evidence left behind of any kind whatsoever. I had always considered myself to be pretty unbreakable, and I was. Or at least I had been up until that point in the bathroom.


Just like that, my childhood armor was obliterated, and all it took was my soul mate ramming a butter knife into my heart.


His name was Carl Sorrentino. Mr. Sorrentino—my biology teacher. It was true that he was about twenty years older than I was, and I could see how that could be a thing for some people. Small-minded people. There were hurdles to overcome, sure, but what are hurdles when one is faced with destiny? This was destiny. It wasn’t just that I thought we were soul mates—I knew we were. I just knew. My reasoning was that when you know things on that level, they don’t need to make any practical sense, because love is a bigger truth than logistics, and basically anyone who wanted to have a problem with that could go suck it. Love is love. It’s all that matters. How does age even play into it? It doesn’t.


I knew that Mr. Sorrentino felt the connection too. I knew I wasn’t delusional, because despite the fact that we didn’t exactly address our feelings openly (which would have been technically totally illegal), there were actual things I was basing my inevitable conclusions on. Real things that Mr. Sorrentino did and said. Signs.


For example, the smiley faces he drew on my tests, next to phrases like “You got it, Gracie!” or “The Grace-monster strikes again!” And he would draw little eyes into numbers on the tests—for example, when he wrote 99 percent on a test, he’d make the circles of the nines into eyes. Sure, it was corny as fuck, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that it was adorable.


Then there was the way in which our eyes met when he told one of his biology jokes that no one got except me. I’d smile knowingly at him across the classroom, and he’d smile back and the whole world would pass between us in these moments.


Or at lunchtime he would sometimes let me hang out with him in the classroom, and I’d ask him detailed questions about whatever the hell we were studying at that moment. I honestly never cared much about what we were studying, but my grades were excellent because of the amount of energy I put into my biology work. He was so patient. He looked at me while I talked. He’d sit there and wait for me as I worked out my questions, trying to be witty and deep and challenging. And then he’d nod and say, “You know, that’s a damn good question, Gracie. You’re taking this to the next level. Here, let me show you something.” And he’d draw diagrams for me on the chalkboard. He would draw detailed cross sections of animal and plant cells, or the entire respiratory system, or DNA strands—complex diagrams with arrows and descriptions—all just for me.


Plus, he high-fived me a lot, which would have been nauseating had anyone other than Mr. Sorrentino been doing it, but with him it kind of worked, and really, it was the only kind of touching we were probably allowed to do, so I got why he did it.


There were lots of other things. And yeah, I wasn’t an idiot—I knew they were all small things that could have easily been dismissed as nothing, but the whole point was to look at the bigger picture. All you had to do was connect the dots. And the bigger picture was crystal clear: Mr. Sorrentino and I had a powerful, earth-shattering connection. The kind that defies all rules and traditions. The kind that reinvents the game. The kind of connection that is too strong to follow in the well-worn paths of any prototypes.


But whatever. It turned out I was delusional after all.


It was the last performance of the school’s production of Macbeth, in which I played one of the three witches. I hated drama, but I had auditioned for the part after Mr. Sorrentino had called me a witch for getting 100 percent on a pop quiz. I figured maybe it turned him on to think of me that way and that it couldn’t hurt to play out the fantasy—black gown, hat, and all.


As I got off the stage from my second scene, Mr. Sorrentino came up to me and pulled me over to where a brunette lady stood.


“Gracie, I’d like you to meet Judy, my fiancée. She’s going to be doing some substitute teaching here starting in the new year.”


Judy had voluminous hair and smiled so broadly that it looked like she had about four thousand teeth. She had freckles and thick eyebrows, and she was wearing this Dillard’s-looking Christmassy dress with little Christmas-tree-ornament earrings. Her lips were pulled tight across her face due to the smile, and the soft pink goo of her lip gloss glistened in the light. I shook her outstretched hand. Her fingernails were painted the same soft pink as her lips, perfectly manicured.


“So nice to meet you finally!” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you. Top student in your biology class, huh? Not bad at all!”


I stared at her blankly. She continued talking for a while about all the great things Mr. Sorrentino had told her about me. She seemed truly thrilled about my grades. I just stared. When you first get injured, you sometimes don’t even feel it because of the shock. The pain is there, but it’s still anesthetized by the suddenness of the circumstances.


Judy continued smiling. “Oh, and Carl tells me you’re interested in studying biochemistry after school.”


“Uh-huh,” I said.


“How amazing is that?” she said, her wall of teeth gleaming.


I turned to Mr. Sorrentino. “Mr. Sorrentino, can I talk to you for a second?”


He looked at Judy quizzically. She smiled.


“Sure, Gracie.”


I led the way into the nurse’s office, which was the closest empty room available down the hallway.


“What’s up?” Mr. Sorrentino asked, smiling. “Hey, you did great out there, by the way. Shakespeare isn’t easy. Not everyone can memorize that kind of language.”


“You never told me you had a fiancée,” I said.


His smile didn’t exactly fall off his face, but it froze in a way that made him look displaced. “Well . . .” He halted, looked at his elbow for a second, and then continued, “Judy wasn’t my fiancée until yesterday, but quite frankly, that’s my private life, Gracie. I don’t see how—”


“She didn’t exist before yesterday? She just appeared out of thin air? I didn’t know that was possible—scientifically speaking.”


He looked at me, bewildered. Eyes almost unfocused with noncomprehension.


“Hey, what’s going on?” he asked after a beat.


I turned my back to him and wiped away a tear that had started to flood my right eye. “Are you for real with this lady, Mr. Sorrentino?” I asked. “Is this actually a real thing?”


“Excuse me?”


With the tear out of my eye, I whirled back around to him. “Are you serious about marrying her? She’s a fucking joke. I mean, do you even see what she looks like?”


“Whoa!” he said, backing up a step. “That’s way out of line, Grace!”


“Sorry, it’s the truth.”


“Hey, that’s enough!”


I jumped a little. He had never said anything to me in that tone of voice before. It was an alien sensation being at odds with him. I could feel my face getting hot, and although it was jarring, about a quarter of me was definitely turned on by it.


“You mind telling me what’s going on here?” he asked.


“Are you in love with her?”


For what seemed like a very long moment, he just stood there doing nothing. An oh shit expression began to materialize on his face. It was here that he seemed to realize the gravity of the situation. Or at least some of the gravity. He probably thought I had a crush on him. I doubt he realized that he was my soul mate.


He took a deep breath. “Sit down for a second, Gracie.”


I didn’t sit down.


“Okay, listen. Life can get confusing. I know that. It gets confusing for all of us, believe me, but when we’re young, things can seem even stranger. I want you to know that you’re a very intelligent, gifted young woman. And what I see in you is someone who’s going to go far. You’re an exceptional person, Grace. I really mean that. And I hope you know how much respect I have for you. You’re going to make one hell of a biologist someday.”


My dinner began to crawl up my throat. The absolute last thing in the world I wanted was to have his respect for me as one hell of a fucking biologist.


“You might be drooling over her now,” I said, “but you’re delusional if you think there’s anything to back this little charade of yours up.”


His mouth fell open. He had no words for a moment.


“Oh, wait, you’re right,” I added, rolling my eyes at his reaction. “I’m sure what you and Judy have is true love.”


Mr. Sorrentino crossed his arms with a grim finality in his face. “I’m sorry, this conversation is over, Grace.”


I was drawing the courage to act blasé almost solely from my full witch’s regalia. “Whatever. Congratulations, Mr. Sorrentino, on finding a real gem.”


I turned and walked out, the long folds of my polyester dress trailing out behind me dramatically. I walked down the hallway with all the attitude I could muster, clinging hard to the remnants of my bulletproof façade, but even the remnants were synthetic at that point. I had already been destroyed.


Noreen came running down the hallway dressed as a tree. “Holy shit!” she called. “We were so fucking good! Nobody forgot the words! It was crazy!”


She was one of the “rapping trees.” She and a bunch of other trees did a rap at the end of the second act. A way to dust the cobwebs off the play, I suppose. I was always against it personally, but I wasn’t a big enough drama nerd to care.


I ignored Noreen and turned into the delicious emptiness of the girls’ bathroom. I went straight to the last stall, slammed the door shut, and fell apart without further ado.




[image: ]


I WENT HOME FOR THE CHRISTMAS holidays feeling like a carcass. My soul, as far as I was concerned, had been digested by fate and spewed back into my body, where it resided with no will or purpose left to itself. Or in any case, that is how I had recorded my feelings on the matter in my journal.


“Hi, bug,” my mom said when I walked up to her at the bus station.


I was the only student who attended my school and traveled home on a bus. If you could send your child to the almost-but-not-quite-prestigious preparatory boarding school that I went to, you could pay for economy plane tickets. Just not in my case. I was from a different income bracket—more of a mobile-home-community-type income bracket that doesn’t traditionally jibe with private school tuition fees. Honestly, it never entirely stopped being bizarre that I went to a private school for high school, but my father paid for board and tuition and wouldn’t budge on the matter. He said a solid education was all I needed to be all right in life, but I think really it was all he needed to be all right—with the fact that he had made me accidentally, and there was nothing much he could do about it at this point. He had to do something to not be a scumbag, and sticking me with a bloated education was his solution. He was never fully a scumbag, though—more of a dickface, maybe—but he meant well. Anyway, that’s a whole story in a nutshell. More later.


“Hi, Mom.” I had stopped in front of her and just stood there for a moment, arms hanging limply at my side.


“Come here,” she said, pulling me into her embrace. “How was school?”


“Normal.”


“Oh, good. I hate that you’re gone so much,” she murmured into my hair. “I hate it so much without you.”


I grabbed onto her hard. There were many things wrong with my mother—real things, not melodramatic teenage imaginings, but she was the only person I could hold on to without shame or even a good reason. She’d never ask questions.


“I decided that we should get doughnuts right now on the way home!” she said, giving me a kiss. “What do you say? Should we do it?”


The thought of eating a doughnut made the nausea well up in me all over again, but I smiled all the same and said, “Yeah!” Exclamation point and all.


I spent the holidays coming to terms with this new crippled existence that was evidently my destiny. I read a lot, as I always did. I couldn’t help my obsession with books. Try as I might to be cooler than that, I just wasn’t. I also wrote journals and poems and novels, so that didn’t help. I had just finished A Clockwork Orange, and having thoroughly enjoyed that mindfuck, I moved on to Stephen King’s It. I figured it was safer to stay with deranged subject matter. It seemed to settle my stomach.


At night, I read and listened to music and cried. During the day, I spent a lot of time with my mother, which was harder than it had ever been before. I liked laying my head in her lap while we watched TV with her hands playing in my hair, but talking to her took the kind of energy and patience that was painful for me to scrape together under the circumstances.


My mother was a special kind of person. She was young—thirty-four. And she was beautiful. Not in a trailer park kind of way. She was beautiful in a totally unprocessed, gift-of-nature kind of way. She had the same coloring as I did—dark hair, pale skin, blue eyes—but on her it somehow worked. She didn’t look pasty or “contrasty” the way that I did. She looked otherworldly and mesmerizing. People stared at her when she walked by. And on top of the looks (or despite the looks), my mother was also an insanely nice person. Gentle, loving, kind. She wanted everything to be good for every living creature on the planet at all times, and she was genuine in her goodwill and peace-on-earth vibes. She meant it. She was nice to everyone, even plants, even furniture and inanimate objects. Everyone got the benefit of the doubt.


But the problem was that she was also an insane person. For real. I guess the easiest way to describe her condition would be with the word delusional. She was ruthless in the way she ignored reality, like little kids are when they pretend to be astronauts or cowboys or princesses, building worlds around themselves. My mother had built a world around herself in the same way. She disregarded the actuality of things as much as possible, and when it wasn’t possible—when reality got too loud and began to exert too much pressure against the fairy-tale world she lived in—that’s when she shattered. And then you fumbled with the pieces to put her together again. The way to do it was always more or less the same: you had to reassure her that what was real wasn’t real at all and that her mythical, nutball world was the truth.


I didn’t blame her most of the time. She wanted to be happy, and life wasn’t set up like that for her, so she cheated the system and decided to short-circuit everything via fantasy. She wasn’t stupid, and it worked. I understood the logic, and I supported it the best I could. Sometimes it was better the delusional way. My mother could be a lot of fun—painting the world a smorgasbord of ridiculously pastel-colored, unicorn-flavored hues of glittering bullshit. Sometimes, after a bad day of school, that was exactly what I needed. On the downside, however, you could absolutely forget about discussing anything real that was on your mind, ever, because reality = booby traps = nuclear holocaust of emotions. The short circuit could only handle so much before it blew a fuse.


That Christmas was hard. I had never been in love before. I’d never had my heart broken before. Keeping that kind of shit creek out of view wasn’t easy.


“You don’t mind that your dad couldn’t be here for this Christmas, do you?” my mother said, patting my knee as we were watching TV together. “You know he really wanted to, but work got in the way. His company is merging in January, and there’s just too much he needs to prepare.”


“Yeah, I don’t care.”


“Honey, don’t say you don’t care. He cares he can’t be here, so you should care too.”


“No, I just meant I understand. I know he has to work.”


She smiled. “Isn’t that a cute necklace he sent you?”


“Yeah, it’s nice.”


Here’s the story.


The reason why my father wasn’t with us for Christmas was because he was a married man with a wife and three daughters in California who didn’t know that my mother and I existed. All this stuff about a merger in January was made up. My mother and I were a secret offshoot of his otherwise ordinary life. I didn’t blame him for having been helpless against my nineteen-year-old mother on a Floridian business trip all those years ago. Naturally, he had to fall in love with her. She was beautiful in a way that was unusual and bottomless. It’s no mystery at all that he could never get her out of his head no matter how convenient that would have been. Their affair had never ceased and grew like a fungus in a damp basement. I was a side product, and here we all were. There was real love between my parents, I can’t deny that. Maybe there was more real love there than with his actual family, and maybe that’s why it “worked.” Whatever the reasons for my parents’ longevity as lovers, my mother and I were his alternate universe, coexisting with his dominant universe, side by side. We knew of “them,” but they didn’t know of us. The only rule was never talk about it.


I had my mother’s last name: Welles. My father sent a little bit of money monthly via a complex system that included his best friend and business partner. He paid for me to go to boarding school via the same system of funds, and he visited us a couple of times a year under the guise of business trips. We all stuck to the rules, and as I said, it worked.


It had never been any other way, and so it was never anything other than the norm. When my dad came to stay for some days or a week or two, I was always pleased to see him. He brought presents, and we went out to eat every night. When he left, I was all right too. At least I think I was all right. Sometimes I would inspect my emotional constitution after one of his visits, sitting on my bed and wondering if I had been damaged somehow. I could never be 100 percent certain. It depended a lot on what music I had playing during these inspections, but mainly I felt I was all right until I got jealous of something like the girl across the street being yelled at by her dad to stay away from some loser boyfriend. That kind of stuff sometimes got me. I could probably have sex with every questionable variety of boy all day long and nobody would stop me.


The thing I was absolutely certain I didn’t understand about this scenario was why my mother had fallen in love with my dad. That is the part that made no sense at all. He looked so incredibly ordinary to me. There was nothing exciting about him, except that one never quite knew when he would appear and disappear. He was sixteen years older than she was, with a moderate belly, and he was pretty bald. I just couldn’t figure it out. Sure, he had money. He was an entertainment lawyer, and he lived in Beverly Hills (or at least that’s where his firm was), but this didn’t make him any more interesting in my mind, and he certainly didn’t shower us in money. He couldn’t—it would have been too dangerous.


My mother could have had any man she wanted. She could have left Florida with the lead singer of any band stopping through on a tour. She could have met a brilliant scientist or been the muse to a writer who would use her as inspiration for his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel. She was that special. At the very least, she could have married a ridiculously wealthy man, or even just a normal man who actually loved her enough to stay.


She could have put a spell on anyone, but instead, it was my dad who had put a spell on her.


I looked over at my mom and wondered if I would end up like her. Trapped forever in some kind of love purgatory. Probably, I thought. I was probably fucked.
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MIDHURST SCHOOL WAS FOUNDED IN 1973. It was a preparatory boarding school somewhere on the lower spectrum of private boarding schools. It wanted to be prestigious, but it was too accessible, too short of funds, and also, it was in the swamps of Florida.


It lay nestled in the midsection of the appendix of the USA, as we liked to call it—closer to the Atlantic side than the Gulf of Mexico but not near enough to either side to be close to a beach. The countryside surrounding the school was thick, flat, and green, with Spanish moss hanging off all the trees, lizards darting across the sidewalks, snakes in the bushes, and that thick, stocky grass that feels fake to the touch.


I’ve always liked the Floridian vegetation, actually, even back when I was a little kid. There was something forgotten and prehistoric about it. It was fertile and romantic. Everything dripping and hanging. And I loved the danger—the fact that you had to watch out around lakes because of alligators, the hurricane and tropical storm warnings, and the rattlesnakes that were sometimes found in the bushes around the school. But beyond the natural vegetation, the location of the school had little to offer. The closest town was a little down the road from the school. It was small, uneventful, and lacking in most things.


The school itself consisted of a large whitewashed Spanish-style building that used to be a hospital back in the ’30s. That was the main building. It housed the offices, most of the classrooms, the assembly hall, and the dining room. It was a bit run-down, like most of the school was, but it was imposing in its quiet simplicity. The other buildings spread out behind it. The dormitories, the gym, the extra classrooms that didn’t fit into the main building, the art rooms—those were a mixture of ’70s and ’80s buildings, added over the decades.


The majority of the kids at Midhurst came from upper-middle-class backgrounds. Their parents weren’t rich-rich, but they had enough money to want to imitate the patterns of the class above them. There were a few legitimately wealthy kids. I imagine their parents had tried to get them into better schools, but without the right grades or connections to those schools, they had failed and moved down a notch in their ambitions.


Midhurst School had no waiting list. There were no rigorous entrance exams. You could get in even if your grades were not above average. If you could pay the tuition, your child was in. As a result, there was a wide variety of kids. A bunch of smart kids who’d end up making it into impressive colleges. Lazy kids who had no ambition whatsoever and coasted through like they would have done at any third-rate public school. The kids whose parents didn’t want them at home. There were a lot of kids from other locations in Florida or neighboring states, a few local kids, and even a small group of international kids—Germans, predominantly, for some reason.


We had a stupid school slogan (Holding the Key to a Brighter Tomorrow) just like all the other schools did. And a logo that had a medieval-looking tower in the middle with two palm trees on either side of it and a goblet above it. It made little sense, except for the palm trees. Midhurst believed itself to be “steeped in tradition” and made all kinds of attempts to appear elevated in its institutional ranking—a springboard to the Ivy League. The tower in the crest was no doubt an attempt to wrangle some tradition out of nowhere. Lord knows what the goblet was about.


The school website featured laughing kids, the sun shining through their hair as they sat on lawns with their homework. Shots of kids playing tennis and horseback riding. Kids in front of computers, presumably learning to code. Kids hanging out in sun-filled dorm rooms, playing guitar or board games. One kid playing a saxophone. Seniors throwing their mortarboards up in the air. Teachers hanging out together, looking like they’ve bonded over great adventures and had come out the other end with a lot of hilarious in-jokes.


In reality, Midhurst was the kind of school that had gum stuck to the bottoms of the desks, outdated furniture, teachers who drove shitty cars, and weird musty smells in random parts of the corridors. We had school uniforms, but even those were half-assed. They were just the blue T-shirts with the school logo printed large on the front, and then dark pants or pleated skirts. It borderline looked like a PE uniform or something you’d wear at summer camp.


And then there were the school rules. In this respect, Midhurst kept up quite well with all the other boarding schools. The curfews, dress codes, rules about hair, makeup, socks, shoes. The zero-tolerance rules on smoking, drinking, and drugs. No congregating in dorm rooms past 9:00 p.m. Absolutely no boys in the girls’ dormitory or vice versa. No cell phones allowed in the dining hall or during class. Definitely no use of the lavatories during class without a bathroom pass. No food in the laundry room, classrooms, or hallways. No gum. No leaving the school grounds without a pass. No sports equipment in the main building. No music after 9:00 p.m. No music louder than a “pleasant midrange” at any point in time. No card playing or balls in the dormitories or hallways. No borrowing money from other students. No running in the hallways. And so on. Boarding schools are good at thinking up ways in which to claustrophobize your life. That being said, 75 percent of these rules were being broken on a regular basis, and everyone knew it to some degree, including the staff.


It was all right. Once you got the hang of it, it was all right.


School started up again a week into January. I arrived the night before and found my roommate already in our room, unpacked and listening to Mamma Mia! (yeah, the musical) on her speakers.


I threw my bag on the floor. “Oh no. No fucking way.”


“Hi, Grace. Nice to see you too,” she said, giving me the finger.


“Not this shit. Turn it off!”


“It’s my room, too.”


“Yeah, but my ears!”


She sat at the edge of her bed, watching me unpack my suitcase. I was putting my clothes away and lining up my composition books next to my bedside table. There were about fifteen novels I had started in those composition books. I started a novel about almost everything, but it was hard for me to get beyond the first chapter on any one of them. The only other item of real significance I had brought was my slingshot. I stared at it for a second before dropping it into the sock drawer. I had been a six-year-old when I’d first gotten it, and I had used it every day for years. In a way, it was the most substantial proof of my childhood—the object that defined those years of my life more fully than anything else. I wondered why exactly I’d brought it, but I figured it had something to do with wanting proof of a time when I didn’t cry myself to sleep next to toilets and when nothing could intimidate me. I liked to be reminded that I’d had a backbone once.


“So, what’s wrong?” she asked, her eyes still sucking in every movement of mine.


“Besides the fact that your music is raping my eardrums as we speak?”


“Seriously. You look bad. Like, unhealthy,” she said. “Your face looks puffy and fat in weird places.”


“Thanks.”


“I’m not trying to be mean. Just pointing out the truth.”


“I really appreciate it.”


Georgina Lowry and I got along well enough despite our many disagreements. We weren’t friends, but we weren’t involved in each other’s lives enough to be enemies either. In fact, I’d go so far as to say there was a softly pulsing loyalty hidden somewhere among the many layers of outward irritation. Like a tiny vein embedded deep in a mass of excess fat. We would have rather died than acknowledge this verbally, of course, but still, we knew it was there—the inevitable bond of being holed up together in the same tiny space.


She had dark blond hair, a broad face, and superlight eyes. That crystal-blue color that can come off as beautiful but also extremely unnerving. She was athletic in build, stocky and dense looking, but full of muscles, not fat. I’d often find her doing weird leg lifts and crunches on the floor between our beds. She knew all the tricks of how to breathe—inhaling and exhaling at the right moments and pushing the air out in aggressive, little, professional bursts. I had to constantly step around her while she was doing something on the floor with her legs pointed up and her abdomen bouncing left and right in little twists. Her big thing was the volleyball team, which sometimes seemed to serve as her religion.


Also, she was rich. Our room was crammed full of her things: clothes, shoes, and sports equipment, decorative pillows, hair flatteners and curlers, framed artwork featuring inspirational quotes, a dehumidifier, a mini fridge, family photos, little boxes for jewelry and hair bands, and so on. I had a few articles of clothing, a few books, and a laptop, which was issued to every student at the beginning of the year. In a way, it was really her room more than it was mine, and although she was never malicious about it, she did get a kick out of my being underprivileged, as she liked to call it. That word in itself was fun to her—exotic. She found it fascinating that I couldn’t just buy things or that a decent amount of my clothes was from St. Vincent’s or Goodwill. When she’d see me debating whether to use a few quarters for the snack machine, she could never resist making a joke about it. Every time. She would be playful in the way she said it, always in good fun, but she didn’t have any tact. Sometimes, it got to me. Georgina was a real elephant in the department of wit and social graces.


But still, despite our fights or arguments, I couldn’t ever take it out on her. There was something desperately uncool about her that forever kept me bound to her in loyalty—the kind that you can only have for a roommate, a stupid sibling, or a countryman in a foreign place. The hot-pink athletic headband that she wore every day, her impossible taste in music, and her way of wearing clothes. She was the kind of girl who everyone in school knew was hopeless. Boys didn’t give her the time of day, and girls dismissed her as a nonentity. Even the volleyball team wasn’t a huge fan of her. She wasn’t directly an outcast or someone who was bullied or picked on—she was too rich for that, and wealth did mean something at school—but she was uncool in the plainest sense of the word. Painfully so.


“What did you get for Christmas?” Georgina asked after I had taken a shower and was getting into bed.


“Books, mainly.”


She waited for me to ask her the same question, and when I didn’t, she said, “I got clothes and these cowboy boots that I’ve wanted for a superlong time. Oh, and also—the best part is my parents are taking me on a trip to Paris for spring break.”


I looked over at her, too exhausted to be interested in anything she was saying.


“Freaking Paris!” she squealed.


“Yeah.”


“God, you’re no fun at all sometimes,” she said, turning the lights off and moving around on her bed aggressively.


I didn’t reply. I thought about the next day and how unreal it seemed. I’d have to see Mr. Sorrentino. I couldn’t imagine a reality in which Mr. Sorrentino and I could ever share the same space and time again. I had thought of him so much over the holidays that he was no longer a normal person. He had grown into a creature of mythical proportions. He was no longer mortal. No longer a charismatic, friendly, flesh-and-blood human being who could laugh with me over mitochondria jokes and draw winky faces on my tests. He was a terrifying deity that held my entire life in its hand. I didn’t belong to myself anymore. I belonged to him now.


I turned on the light again to write this thought down into my journal, but Georgina made a stink about it, and I turned the light back off.
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BIOLOGY WAS THE FIRST PERIOD AFTER lunch. I stood outside Mr. Sorrentino’s classroom terrified, pressing myself against the opposite wall of the hallway and staring at the door. My slingshot was wedged into the waistband of my skirt for emotional support. It had seemed like a great idea that morning, pulling it out of my drawer and jamming it into my skirt, but as I stood there, I realized it was no support whatsoever. I don’t know how long I waited outside Mr. Sorrentino’s door. Kids were streaming in with their usual noise. Their flushed faces laughing and joking. Eyes wide open, mid-joke, or just looking bored out of their minds, moving in the sluggish, dazed stagger befitting a Monday morning.


Then the bell rang for the last time, and I was still standing there, holding my books, immobilized against the school hallway. I heard Mr. Sorrentino’s voice begin to call roll, and I turned away.


I didn’t know where exactly I was going, but it didn’t matter anyway. I slipped out the back entrance of the building, past the tennis courts, and I didn’t stop until I had reached the very back end of the school’s property. There was nothing much back there except a wall running the length of the place and a couple of utility and equipment sheds. I dropped down by a tree and closed my eyes, enjoying the feel of the warm tears spilling down my cheeks. There’s something to be said about crying when you’re sad. As much as I wanted to punch myself in the face for being such a spineless pissant, I simultaneously couldn’t help wallowing in the glory of the absolute blackness of the emotions. So, I just let the moment be. And then I groaned and pulled the slingshot out from my skirt because it was digging pretty hard into my back. I threw it on the grass next to me and pulled out my notebook, opening it to a fresh page, where I wrote Midnight in My Heart at the top and underneath it: Chapter 1. I took a breath and thought for a moment, and then before I could get any further, I was interrupted by the sound of yelling and footsteps crashing through the grass.


I wiped all traces of tears frantically off my face, closed my notebook, and turned just in time to see a group of boys come running across the field toward my general direction. Three older boys chasing a fourth kid who looked to be a little younger. I thought I recognized some of the older boys—they were all seniors—but the other one must have been new to school because I had never seen him before. He began to slow down when it was obvious that he was at a dead end. The wall was stretching out before him in both directions—no way out. He came to a stop and turned to face the other three, breathing heavily. They began to circle around him. I definitely recognized them. The larger one was Derek McCormick—he was a senior and the guy who got all the girls because of his looks and general asshole credentials. The other two were Neal Gessner and Kevin Lutz. They were a well-known trio that stuck together like a chemical compound.


When it became apparent to them that they had their victim cornered, they began to take their time about it, savoring the lopsided quality of this fight. There was an introductory shove, and the new kid stumbled back a step before catching his balance again. Derek, the obvious leader of the trio, stepped forward with a wholesome grin that spread across his face as if he were in a commercial, throwing a Frisbee or something. I mean, he looked like such a piece of shit, it was kind of fascinating. Out of nowhere, the new kid cut Derek’s monologue short by landing a surprisingly solid punch in Derek’s jaw, catching everyone off guard, me included. After reeling back a few steps, Derek straightened up and punched him back—in the stomach, and then the other two jumped in, practically frothing at the mouth. He went down. I grabbed a few pieces of gravel off the ground almost without thinking at all. The little group didn’t notice me. They were closed in around the boy on the ground, taking turns kicking. When I was close enough, I placed a decent-size piece of gravel into the pouch of my slingshot and pulled it back, twisting it as I did so, for a soft shot. It would allow the rock to fly straight. I aimed it at Derek’s face. His left ear, to be precise. He was standing back just then, taking a moment to catch his breath. The piece of gravel hit him hard where it was intended to, and he jumped, letting out a loud yelp.


Derek’s head swiveled around wildly, and then, catching sight of me, he stared dumbstruck with his hand on his ear. I don’t think he knew what had happened. His mouth hung slightly open in confusion, and he kept his face perfectly still, which is exactly what you want when you’re aiming at something. Which I did.


“What the fuck!” he cried out when the second piece of gravel cut his cheek.


I had been somewhat sure that I could still aim, but when I hit him exactly where I had intended to for the second time in a row, I was thrilled. It must have been at least a year since I’d last shot at anything. Back in the day, I had gotten to the point where I could hit anything in my sleep, but that had been in my junior high school days at home. Standing there, I could feel my breathing speed up. I felt a sense of accomplishment, and I remembered how much I had liked the taste of adrenaline when I made a perfect shot.


Nobody knew what to do next. All four of them were staring at me now, and I was staring at them. I wasn’t a boy, and they weren’t girls, so all the usual ways out weren’t exactly available to us. They wanted to move, but where to and for what? To be honest, I didn’t really know what to do either. I had outgrown my schoolyard altercations.


“Hey, what the fuck!” Derek called again, massaging his ear and glaring at me like an injured rhinoceros—spooked and indignant, as though the laws of the African bush had been tipped sideways.


“Did she just hit you?” Neal asked with a constipated look of noncomprehension. “Is that a slingshot?”


Then the new kid, who had picked himself up off the ground meanwhile, took this opportunity to kick Derek hard in the back of his knees. Derek collapsed almost automatically to the floor. His pals stood there confused for a moment before taking off after the new kid, who was coming straight at me. He grabbed my hand as he passed by without stopping and yanked me almost completely off my feet with the force of his momentum.


“Move it!” he yelled back at me, not letting go of my hand.


We ran. I don’t know if we were followed or not. I didn’t turn around. I kept my eyes on the boy pulling me across the field. He had his free arm wrapped around his body, holding his side, and his footing was arrhythmical and stumbling, but he ran. Once we had picked up speed, I was able to pull my hand out of his grasp. It was easier to run that way, and besides, I didn’t want to hold his hand, which was sweaty and tight around my fingers and a random person’s body part. We continued running until we crashed through the back doors to the main building, where Mrs. Gillespie, one of the English teachers, seemed to have materialized out of absolutely nowhere with a bunch of papers clamped under her arm and a coffee cup in hand. Her bulky little form was suddenly right in front of us—loud floral blouse, matching blazer and skirt combo, fresh beauty-parlor hairdo sitting on her head like a fluffy bird’s nest. For a terrible moment, it seemed that we would take her down, but I managed to skid to a halt a few feet in front of her, and the boy I was following dived out to the side in the last second, just barely grazing her shoulder as he went crashing to the floor. Mrs. Gillespie jumped back with a scream and let the cup of coffee go flying into the air. The cup exploded against the wall. It rained coffee. The boy was lying on the floor, and I stood frozen a few feet behind him, still holding my slingshot. I turned to see if the others had followed us this far, but there was no sign of them.
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“I’M WADE, BY THE WAY,” HE SAID.


I gave him my name reluctantly and then made a point of focusing elsewhere in the room. We were sitting in the main office, waiting for Mr. Wahlberg, the headmaster, to see us.


I had never gotten into very serious trouble at school, but I did have a consistent if innocuous relationship with Mr. Wahlberg due mainly to Algebra II and PE, in which I made little to no effort of any kind. I found both of these subjects completely irrelevant to my existence and had no objections to being sent to the office about it. In fact, I preferred it to either PE or algebra class, and with time, I had become pretty familiar with the place. The potted plants, the bad oil paintings of Mr. and Mrs. McCleary, who had started the school in 1973, the announcement board, the staff photo, the light gray carpeting, and the stain on the ceiling by the door to the hallway. In a way, I liked the office. It was comforting in its predictability. Plus, it was full of adults, and sometimes I needed to get out of the raging hormonal bloodbath that was the majority of life at school. Grown-ups were so much more lethargic. It could be very relaxing.


This time was different, though. Waiting to be called into Mr. Wahlberg’s office, I felt the cold sweat start to build at the back of my neck and my stomach become detached and queasy. There was no doubt that we were in a fairly sizable amount of shit, but that wasn’t what was making me nervous. It was the social implications of what I had gotten myself into: this person sitting inches away from me, bouncing his leg up and down, trying to talk to me as though we were now on the same side of something. I had never asked for this. All I had wanted was to shoot Derek in the face for being such an A-1 piece of shit. It was supposed to be a distraction from Mr. Sorrentino—something to make me feel better—but it had backfired on me. Somehow, I had been packaged off onto the same team with this sweating, breathing stranger who was a boy and whose elbow had bumped into my arm twice already because he couldn’t sit still. It was nauseating.


“Hey!” Wade tapped me on the shoulder, oblivious to my attempts at blowing him off by not-so-subtle means of body language.


I gave him a nervous glance.


“Hey, that was insane—that thing with the slingshot,” he said. He kept his voice low so that Mrs. Martinez wouldn’t be able to hear from where she sat at her desk, but his words were full of breathless excitement. “How come you know how to shoot with one of those things?”


I turned away, focusing on the staff photograph—top left-hand corner, to be exact—where Mr. Sorrentino stood smiling back at me with his devil-may-care hair flopping into his face.


“I practiced a lot when I was younger,” I said.


“Why?”


“I don’t know.”


“I didn’t think slingshots actually worked—you know, that you can actually hit things with them accurately.”


“That’s what they’re made for.”


“I just always thought they were toys.”


“They’re not toys.”


“Yeah, I believe you,” he said with a laugh.


The way he laughed caught me off guard. There was an unapologetic warmth in his manner. Boys didn’t laugh like that—at least not the cool ones, who usually had a derisive, overconfident, joker-asshole vibe going at all times. I couldn’t tell if Wade was the cool kind or not, even when I stole a furtive glance. He sat with a defined slump to his shoulders. His fingernails were dirty and bitten low. No particular haircut, just hair grown out slightly too long, probably out of carelessness. Undone shoelace. Bruise under his eye, courtesy of Derek. Baby fat still in his face.


“Thanks, by the way,” he said. “For helping me out.”


His eyes were fixed on me with that same magnetic innocence that had been in his laugh. It really seemed that he gave no fucks about me being a dick.


“Yeah. I wasn’t doing it to help, though,” I said.


“Then why’d you do it?”


I concentrated back on Mr. Sorrentino’s smile. “It’s just Derek. His stupid face, I guess.”


“I can live with that,” he said with another laugh.


I angled my body slightly away from him, trying to make it clear that just because fate had thrown Mrs. Gillespie into our path did not make us a duo of any sort.


The wait was taking forever. Wade sat next to me, fidgeting as the minutes drained away. He made one or two more attempts at conversation, and I shoved them back into his face. Eventually, he got up to help Mrs. Martinez find her glasses, which she had misplaced. Mrs. Martinez was the keeper of Mr. Wahlberg’s office—a large lady (height more than width), probably in her late forties with a penchant for cozy wear (e.g., oversize sweaters, often with cats on them, and slip-on shoes that looked like something one would wear at home on the couch). She was all right as far as school personnel was concerned. Anyway, she and Wade sorted through the mess on her desk for about five minutes, and the whole time, they talked about these two crazy cats that Mrs. Martinez said she had who liked to carry off her glasses and hide them in weird places at home. Wade laughed at her story and told her about some dog he once had as a kid. It was bizarre. I didn’t get his angle.


“Look,” Wade said, holding up the glasses.


“Well, I’ll be!” Mrs. Martinez exclaimed, delighted. “Where were they?”


“Under all this stuff,” he said, pointing to a messy pile of papers. “Don’t you ever clean your desk?”


“Oh, I’m terrible, aren’t I?” she said as he handed them to her. “Those are the old timetables for the Christmas charity fundraiser. What are those still doing there? Pass them to me will you, hon?”


He grabbed the stack of papers and passed them over to her.


“Those were supposed to be in the recycling bin.”


“You want me to drop them off there?” he asked.


She stopped her bustling around and took her time to look him over. Her small eyes narrowed in concentration, as though trying to make sense of an undiscovered form of life. “You’re a real sweetheart, you know that?” she said. “Your parents sure did something right.”


Wade let out a small snort of amusement.


“I mean it,” she said. “You’re a gentleman.”


His amusement turned quickly into discomfort. “It’s not a big deal,” he said, scratching his arm. “I can drop them off if you want.”


“Thanks, hon, but Tara will get to it in a minute, and I think Mr. Wahlberg is almost ready for you.”


He walked back and fell into the seat next to me. I quickly looked away again, and we continued to wait silently.


Mr. Wahlberg was a wiry man. Tall, thin, probably in his fifties, and not much appetite for life left in him. He wore pale yellow shirts and combed his hair straight back from his receding hairline. On that day, he wore a tie that had musical notes all over it, which struck me as bizarre since I couldn’t imagine him listening to music. He seemed too miserable—certainly too miserable for a tie with musical notes on it.


“This qualifies as a weapon,” Mr. Wahlberg said, holding up the slingshot.


He let the significance of his statement sink in.


“I wouldn’t call it a weapon, per se,” I said eventually, staring hard at my knee.


Mr. Wahlberg sighed. “I’d really appreciate it if we could skip the song and dance this time, Miss Welles. The rules and regulations are very clear about objects that could be used as weapons.”


“Right. Totally. I just think that’s super vague, though,” I said. “Because per that rule, anything could be used as a weapon. I could technically use a sock to strangle someone. I mean, who decides if a slingshot or a sock is a weapon anyway?”


“I do,” he said.


“Right, but that’s what I’m saying—it’s arbitrary. Like, there’s no need for any real logic, per se. It’s just what you decide. But anyway, that’s all I’m saying.”


When I was nervous, I tended to say per se a lot. It was easy to throw in pretty much anywhere in a sentence.


Mr. Wahlberg closed his eyes and began massaging his eyeballs, which is something he did when it was necessary to prove to people that he didn’t have it easy in his line of work. Wade and I sat watching the eyeball massage. After a moment, Mr. Wahlberg dropped his hands on the desk and pulled himself together.


“We’re not here to discuss why I have risen to the exalted position of school principal, where clearly my powers know no limits and my whims are the law. Let’s keep it simple: the two of you were caught running through the hallways during lessons this morning, very nearly taking Mrs. Gillespie’s head off in the process, and you were carrying a slingshot. And that, Miss Welles, puts you in very hot water.”


“It’s my slingshot,” Wade said, raising his hand.


Mr. Wahlberg focused on Wade with a blank expression, and for a second, I thought he was going to go into another eyeball massage, but he didn’t.


“My dad gave it to me when I was a kid,” Wade started to explain. “It doesn’t even really work—like, the elastic is totally worn out—and anyway, it’s just a toy. I just keep it around, you know, to remind me of home. I didn’t know it was such a big deal. Sorry.”


Mr. Wahlberg took Wade in for a long moment. His eyebrows drew together. “How are you settling in?” he asked Wade.


“Really well, to be honest.”


Mr. Wahlberg’s expression remained unaltered. His eyes drooped down a little on the outer edges, and his mouth was an almost perfectly horizontal line of non-emotion.


“I know you had a difficult time at your last school,” he said.


Wade didn’t reply but seemed undaunted. Polite, wide-eyed, attentive.


“Your parents were hoping this would be a fresh start for you,” Mr. Wahlberg went on. “This is, what—your fourth school in two years, I believe?”


“Yeah . . .” He squinted up at the ceiling for a moment as though counting the number of schools in his head. “Yeah, four.”


“Two of those were expulsions.”


Wade nodded with a shamefaced grimace that looked pretty bogus to me. Mr. Wahlberg regarded him carefully for a moment.


“I like to believe that this is the kind of place that can give you all the resources you need to turn over a new leaf,” he said eventually. “I’ll tell you, we’ve had plenty of success with kids being able to find themselves here. I’ve seen it happen. I’m not interested in who you were at your previous schools. What I’m interested in is who you intend to be here at Midhurst.”


“Right. Well, that’s what I’m interested in too actually.”


“Is that so?” Mr. Wahlberg didn’t seem to buy it.


“Yeah. No joke,” Wade said. “I know it sounds like I’m full of sh—or, like, I can come off insincere and stuff sometimes, but I’m not. I’m actually being sincere right now about turning over a new leaf and all.”
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