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To Reid, for seeing me through this, 
To John, for opening my eyes, 
And to William, for giving me a name. 










PREFACE


This is a book. It is a book written by a hopeful part-time author and full-time high school student; it is a book that you might relate to, or one that you might just enjoy having around. It is one that has accompanied long nights of insomnia and seen me from all angles, one filled with the remnants of my best days and my worst. It is a first-hand observation of ordinary adolescence and extraordinary people, and it is a reminder that not everything is grim. This is a book for those who need a companion in lonely times, those who have found happiness, those who are wandering and those who just really like books. This book is one that would not have seen its conclusion without the support of a crazy family, a few quirky teachers, some goofy horses, a cool dude from Texas, a future secret agent who loves literature just as much as I do, and the beautiful members of B’raisheet BBG; it is the result of seventeen years of eclectic inspiration and it will hopefully serve a similar purpose to whoever is kind enough to read it. This is a book, and I am truly thankful that you decided to open it.


Annika










ONE


The fluorescent shine from the overhead street light danced on the curb of the road, skidding off the gathered rainwater and bouncing back up to the dark velvet sky. It was around forty-five degrees and misting, weather that William seemed to thrive in, and he felt himself smiling as he turned a corner and walked down another sleeping street, grey hood pulled up over his head.


Springtime in Maryland was spectacular. Those who cared enough to plant cherry blossom trees would boast about how lovely their yards looked when the satin pink and white petals bloomed. The grass turned its preferred shade of green. It rained. The weather evened out and settled into its perfect glory, a snug fit of just between forty and sixty degrees daily. There were good feelings, fruit, the Stanley Cup Playoffs, and in general it felt like a big gust of pleasantness had just blown in from the south. This night was particularly good.


William padded lightly down the sidewalk, parallel to the deserted street lined with a protective buffer of trees that always stood on guard to keep the sleepy suburban neighborhood safe, their branches stretched out like spears, ready to fight. William slipped his hands into his pockets. He looked ragged in his old grey hoodie and sweatpants, big headphones taped up at the sides from overuse and excess of love. His music was playing softly, barely noticeable; just a background tune that you might hear in movies as a young, naïve teenager was casually walking down the street. However, most young, naïve teenagers did not casually walk down the street at one o’clock in the morning.


It had always been easy for William; pretend to stay up late finishing some report for English class and wait a sufficient hour after his parents went to sleep at night. Proceed quietly downstairs. Open door, walk outside. Close door. Continue.


It was unusual, he knew, maybe even dangerous, but there was something about night air, how it brushed your skin in a courteous way and how the street lights seemed like saints on those moonless nights: something calming. It made him remember that there was once a time when one had no worries and the worst pain could only be felt when falling off a bike and hurting your knee. It was a time when happiness was just a hard word to spell, the “i” often being mistaken for a “y,” as opposed to something you had to struggle to find, and seventy-five percent of your life was spent outside. This time was called childhood.


Childhood, he thought, reaching the end of the street and sitting casually on the curb, was a time when you didn’t know that you didn’t know who you were.


“This is a good spot,” William thought, tilting his head back and taking in a deep breath of solitude. He was right beneath a street light, flickering with honor as it did every night, William’s only companion at a desolate time. It was a good companion, seeing as it never complained, talked rudely or cursed, as many of his friends did. It just stood there and listened, like a guard dog. Or just a lamp.


Reaching into his pockets, music still playing softly, William pulled out a neatly folded sheet of notebook paper, already scribbled on, and a chewed-up pen. He clicked it three times.


William was well liked. He had been on varsity soccer for two years, and the past year he had been named a captain as a sophomore. He was respected among adults and a total hit among his friends, having the capability to still have a good time while sober. No one doubted that he was a generally nice person, and most found it hard to dislike him. He had earned respect on his own, and he was William, the guy who can help you solve your problems. However, there was one thing, he knew, that could change all of that.


William was a poet. Like other myopic teenagers, he commonly found it easier to deal with his emotions by hitting things, especially when he was angry. But it didn’t prove to be enough, and it usually ended in a bruised and bloody fist, the result of punching a tree or a brick wall. One winter day, midway through freshman year, a thought occurred to him as he stood outside his house at one in the morning, right hand dripping blood onto the frozen grass: the thoughts that were going through his head were words; words that could be written and read.


“Weird,” he thought to himself. “I didn’t think there was such a vivid way to express feelings.” He dug into his pocket, reaching around for anything and finally fishing out a thin, chewed up pen, popping the cap off and grasping it firmly in his shining, crimson right hand. Words came to his head, and the pen met his left arm, putting in ink the thoughts from his head.


That day was the beginning of many things. It was the beginning of his becoming a poet, an aspect of his life that he kept one hundred percent secret, the beginning of his midnight walks around the neighborhood, starting at around once a month and progressing to about two or three times a week. It was also the beginning of a realization that although William had a good life, he was not happy.


Underneath his lamp friend, William wrote, scribbling the words onto his crumpled piece of paper in a precise order that his mind delicately picked out. His poems were a tender balance; put one thing out of place and the rest would topple, so he picked his words with an accuracy that came naturally to him. His poems hardly rhymed. It seemed to him like having a rhyme scheme only put a barrier over what you really had to say, and it was harder to get the true meaning out, so he stuck with free verse, a very loose style of writing.


It was his escape; that which uncorked the bottle that held all his feelings and let them pour out. William wrote at every opportunity he got, keeping himself on the down-low. He knew what people would say if they found him writing poems.


“You write poetry?” Imaginary Friend would say. “Dude, that’s hella weird.” William wasn’t looking for that kind of attention.


The soft crinkling of falling water on the tree leaves brought William out of his writing and back to his quiet reality: rain, the curb, the one-in-the-morning breeze. It was drizzling, and he scrambled to write the last few words before shoving the crumpled paper back in the pocket of his hoodie. As he stood up to leave, his knees cracking a bit, he felt a dead weight in the back of his chest, which seemed to be resisting his difficult endeavor of getting up.


It wasn’t uncommon; William very often felt this way, and all that he knew is that it wasn’t a good feeling. Not sadness or anger, but more like the lack of happiness, or even the lack of feeling. It started with the weight, and the strange tugging in his chest, and got progressively worse until he could feel a ringing in his ears like a frustrated scream. It frightened him at first, not knowing what he was feeling, but over time William had managed to deal with it, telling himself, “Nothing’s really wrong, so I don’t need to feel nervous.” Still, he couldn’t hide the idea from his mind that something wasn’t right, and it had been that way for a long time.


William crossed the street parallel to the curb, and meandered slowly down the sidewalk, in no particular hurry to get home, even in the ample rain. He reached out to touch the branches of the neighboring trees gently as he passed, a small collection of rainwater running off each leaf and grazing his hands. William always knew that if they could talk, trees would tell the best stories. They saw everything around them, every event that had happened within their visual range, and heard things that no one was meant to hear. Although they seemed still and sleepy, there was life to them, he knew, and they could make you wonder.


A dark violet cloud pushed its way in front of the half moon, casting dancing shadows on the ground as William walked to the faint beat of the music drifting from his headphones. He passed a small yard, overgrown with weeds and untrimmed grass, one large weeping willow shading the property. It cried with the rain. He looked up suddenly, surprised. A faint sliver of light streamed from the door before it shut quietly, leaving William with one eyebrow raised, stopping to see who had walked out. Or maybe in, he thought.


He stopped and gazed at the secluded house. One generally wouldn’t notice it if they didn’t take the time to look since it was practically hidden by the unkempt yard around it. It was a small structure, bland color and typical suburban layout with a long driveway and a lawn that desperately needed to be mowed. One window was lit up, somewhere on the second floor. A shadow moved about. Someone was stirring in the room with the light, William noticed, pacing uneasily and then disappearing out of sight. Then the light flickered out. This was Leila’s house.


William stood for a few moments, bewildered. He had known that Leila lived here, having seen her walking to and from school, though never receiving more than a friendly ‘wussup’ head nod or a wave. Like her home, Leila was easy to overlook. She was quiet and hard to spot in school, always slipping away, avoiding eye contact and speaking as minimally as possible. William often wondered about her; why she always carried an old composition book with her, or why she always wore long sleeves, even in the summer. Why she hardly smiled.


What William did know, after half a year of being in the same fifth period art class, was that Leila could draw fairly well; fairly well being a fairly large understatement. Why she never shared any of her work with anyone, not even her closest friends, eluded him. He hadn’t sat very close to her, and couldn’t see much, though a few times he did remember peeking over her shoulder uninvited, always baffled by what she created.


William had never given Leila as much as a second glance, but now, standing in front of a house that was as quiet and hidden as she was, he couldn’t help but think of her, recalling one of the only conversations they had ever really had. It was mid-January, and the temperature in the art room had no significant difference from the weather outside. He walked in, making a desperate attempt to snuggle inside his signature grey hoodie, and noticed Leila sitting alone in the back, looking perfectly at peace with the cold in her simple long sleeved shirt. He walked over and sat beside her, propelled by nothing but curiosity.


“You’re not cold?” He asked, plopping himself down clumsily on a stool and tucking his hands inside his pockets, and she looked up for just a moment, before ducking her head back down, wispy curtains of fiery hair falling over her eyes.


“Not really,” she muttered, the charcoal in her left hand flying over the sketchbook she had placed in her lap, dancing beauty across the page. William peeked over at the drawing, and instantly raised an eyebrow in awe, leaning in closer for a better look. She didn’t shy away. What was on the paper was more than just a face; it was a soul, complete with emotion and thought and depth, more than someone could perceive. It was the face of someone who could spring right out of the portrait and really live.


“Wow,” William said. “That’s…wow, that’s incredible. I mean, I knew you could draw, but this is crazy. That’s so good.” He saw a sliver of a smile sneak across her lips.


“Thanks,” she said, in an almost whispery voice, the sound struggling free.


“Who is it?” William asked, almost immediately. It was a unique face: long, choppy black hair, dark eyes, deep smile lines, true emotion. Leila sat up a little straighter.


“It’s this drummer, from a band I really like. He died a few years ago,” she answered, eyes cast down while her hand created detail that William didn’t even believe had come out of her pencil. Part of his astonishment came from the notion that he had never heard so many words come out of her mouth. He looked at her, almost quizzically, trying to read through her, trying to see into the mind of this budding creative genius, and they locked eyes for a fleeting moment.


“It’s amazing. Seriously, you’re really talented,” he said, trying to coax more words out of her, but getting nothing more than another ‘thanks’ as she continued to draw. She was like a machine, only offering a few words before she locked herself up again, waiting for the next deposit of five cents. William took another look at the drawing, seeing the downcast face, solemn but full of life. He couldn’t help but compare it to Leila herself: quiet, but blooming inside.


Now, in the middle of the night, he gazed at her home, hiding away from the world, from the rain and satisfying emptiness that surrounded him at this desolate time, wondering more and more about the girl that everyone knew, but knew nothing of. William smiled at the thought of her, a crooked half smile, and turned away, continuing his walk back down the path. He always looked down when he walked. Ever since he was young, he walked in step in the sidewalk, always stepping his right foot over the crack before his left. He couldn’t remember why, and sometimes worried he’d end up with a face full of cement one day, due to an excess of concentration.


“Don’t be that guy,” he told himself.


The night whispered. William dragged his feet, trying hard to delay the inevitability of getting home and having to lay awake until sleep crept up at him, gnawing at his ankles and then at his consciousness. He turned onto his street, a dark tunnel with a single lamp post at the far end, its trail of light extended to guide William home. He took its hand. The street looked the way it always did, felt how it always felt, yet there was something out of place, William could feel it, just couldn’t tell what it was. It was like solving a puzzle, when you find a piece that looks like it would fit perfectly, but it’s slightly wrong, throwing everything off. Something was different; the air smelled sweet and danced around William in a way he had never felt before. It was different and therefore he chose to ignore it.


Creeping up the front steps to the house, William looked over each shoulder once, a habit he had developed after many nights of general hooliganism, each time greeted by the old friendly lamp post with a beaming smile, before opening up the door with the smallest whisper of a sound and stepping delicately inside as if the floor were thin glass. Poking his head outside once more, William inhaled the familiar, yet mysterious night air and turned his back, shutting the door silently behind him.










TWO


The sun was too bright today, William decided. Pushing through the main double doors of his school, he knew he looked terrible. The translucent skin beneath his eyes was an unnatural shade of stormy blue; tufts of auburn hair stood straight up on his head; he was wearing sweatpants in public. People may have easily mistaken him for a very large, dead bird.


He trudged down the maze of hallways to first period English, acknowledging most people with a nod or a friendly passing-by fist bump. There were blurred spots in his vision, and sound wasn’t processing in his mind on time. Anyone else in this sort of half-there, half-not state would think they were sick or dehydrated. To William, it was all normal by now: pounding headaches like stabbing knives, little control of his limbs, a limp mind.


All day, after his first walk that past January, William had begun to think that he was dying or about to pass out, and nearly threw up anytime someone spoke too loud. The first few weeks were disgustingly tiring, but over time, and as the secret midnight meanders became more frequent, it bothered him less and less until it was almost normal for him to act like a zombie.


William pushed through the door of his first period class, a task which required all of his strength, and walked in to a couple of early students sitting on desks or finishing up homework, mustering a few scattered greetings that resonated like alarms going off in his head. Throwing his backpack down and nearly falling into a chair William looked up to find his curly, brunette best friend flouncing toward him, unnaturally energetic at that miserable time of morning.


“Hey, sleepyhead!” she said, smiling in his face as she ruffled his hair.


“Hop off, Emma. I’m tired,” William responded, sounding something like, “gahhhhhh.”


Emma made a face and hopped up on his desk, her small figure working to her advantage. “You’re always too tired.”


Someone across the room yelled, “How could you possibly understand what he just said?” Emma responded with a sharp, derogatory comment.


“I was up doing homework,” William lied. “I had a late practice.” He pushed Emma off his desk. Although his club soccer team often practiced late, it certainly wasn’t the reason for his lack of sleep. Club practice would not even begin for another two months. “Go to sleep.” He put his head down. “Bye, best friend.”


Emma rolled her eyes and shook her fist at him, the way a crotchety old man might when yelling at a few rotten kids. Nevertheless, she pulled a Marley’s Mellow Mood drink out of her bag, took a sip, and walked out of the room to vex somebody else.


The morning passed at an uncomfortably morbid pace, and by fourth period, William had developed a horrible, pulsing headache in his right temple, due in part to the normal high school noise pollution, which seemed to have increased a few decibels. He tried hard to focus on functions and trigonometry, (and how he would never find an appropriate time in his life to insert the use of cosine into an everyday situation), but his mind snuck off, creeping into the dark.


It followed the scratching of pens on paper, to the whisper of secrets from ear to ear, moving swiftly through the popping of gum and past the ‘click, click, click’ of someone secretly texting behind the back of an oblivious teacher. His mind wandered until it reached a dark, secluded house, overgrown weeds encasing it.


Curiosity opened and secrets closed, tall trees of wonder swayed in the wind of Leila’s mystery: her face, her fiery hair, her delicate hands creating. He could feel something crawl around his head.


“Homework, William?”


The house shattered in the dark, and William was back to the present, sitting up straight before his trig teacher, who hovered over him with a red pen in hand, looking unenthusiastic.


“Uh, yeah.” William blinked a few times before sliding a crumpled piece of notebook paper to the corner of his desk, complete with a few scribbled answers. His teacher signed sloppy initials across the front of William’s half thought-out homework and moved on. William slumped back down in his chair and chewed the clicky end of his pen, his mind blank. Another tantalizing half hour passed; thirty slow minutes of trying too hard to pay attention and instead losing every ounce of focus that he’d had until the bell rang, a little too loud for his fragile, tired state, and he made his way toward the art room, moving sluggishly with the tide of people.


“Hey, Will,” a sugar coated voice said, the small figure of a girl sneaking up beside him. She sported skin tight jean shorts, about the same width of a thick belt, a sad, chopped up excuse for a T-shirt, heat damaged straight hair and dark makeup rimmed all around her eyes. She snapped her gum, with a glossed smile. William was repulsed and managed to choke out a “hey,” before averting his glace. He wanted nothing to do with the provocative-dressing, drama-summoning females that occasionally said hello to him a little to too sweetly while casually passing by. The girl grinned and turned on her heel, turning heads as well as she walked away.


William felt a light punch on the shoulder and turned to acknowledge one of his varsity teammates, towering over him at six-foot-massive; a junior named Kris, with a K, who had the common sense of a nutmeg jar and somehow managed to stay academically eligible for athletics. His keys were hanging lazily out of his pants pockets. Kris was, in every sense, a tool.


“Dude, was that Cassie?” he asked, swimming alongside Will through the current of people. “Damn, she’s hot.”


“For real.” William raised his eyebrows, only able to nod and pretend to agree, while trying his best not to turn to Kris and say, “You are, in fact, a massive douche.” Instead, he replied with, “Yeah, she’s cute,” a lie that would get Kris off his back. “Later.” William thumped him on the shoulder and turned the corner to the art room, opening the door to serenity as he walked in and inhaled the comforting scent of charcoal, oil paint, and fruity air freshener as the high school noise was muted behind him.


The door shut and he lumbered toward the far end of the room, to a few scattered greetings. Leila was sitting at the back table, tapping her pencil against the graffiti covered surface, teeth strangling her bottom lip. She sat by herself, surrounded by papers and charcoal and creative genius; her face wore a blank expression and she sat up straight, white headphone in one ear. As usual, she sported a plain, long sleeved shirt and William couldn’t help but wonder how she wasn’t theoretically burning up. Her shirt brought out her hair, William noticed: red. When Leila looked up with tired eyes to see William walking toward her, she sank back a little, and attempted to clear a spot for him, nervously shoving everything out of the way, allowing a few papers to flutter to the floor. Her face flushed as he stooped down to pick them up, and she faked a quick smile as he handed them back, sitting down next to her.


He adjusted himself on the uncomfortable art stool, exhaled, and looked over at her with a smile. “Hey,” he said. Leila smiled in return for a split second.


“Hi, sorry,” she said, quickly. “I’ve got a lot of…stuff.” Disgruntled, she was still shoving papers away into her backpack. “I’m a little disorganized.”


William smiled boyishly. “I’ve noticed,” he laughed. She didn’t. Clearing his throat awkwardly, he asked, “I can sit here, right? I’m not trying to intrude or anything.”


“Oh, yeah.” Leila pushed her bangs out of her face. “Go ahead.” She was uncomfortable, William noticed. She fidgeted.


Mrs. Davis, the art teacher was known mostly for her striking ability to not give a damn, partially from her lack of professionalism, little respect for dress code, and hipster-like taste in music. This particular day she sauntered into the classroom with her long hair tied up as the second bell rang, looking at each student with a glance of little dignity. She acknowledged the class with a mumble, awkwardly placing her cheap plastic coffee cup on her desk at the side of the room, sitting down slowly on a nearby stool facing the class.


As Mrs. Davis began to ramble about something concerning the finishing touches on self portraits, which no one would even bother to touch, Leila turned to William, gently pushing her golden-red hair aside. It was long, and turned inward toward her face, making her skin glow, somehow making her look more innocent. He couldn’t figure out anything of quite the same color.


“Not trying to sound rude or anything, I’m just curious. Why are you sitting here? I mean, due to the fact that you hardly sit here ever,” she mumbled, somewhere between a murmur and a whisper. “Do you need something? I have the Spanish homework for Thomas’ class if you want it.” William could tell she had practiced these words beforehand in her mind. He shook his head, craning toward her while Mrs. Davis droned on.


“I’m just saying hi.” He shrugged. “I can leave if you want.”


Leila immediately shook her head. “No, no. It’s fine.” Mrs. Davis looked over for a brief moment, and Leila pasted her lips together, arms crossed.


“Listen while I’m talking,” Mrs. Davis croaked, and took a sip of her coffee, continuing to not give a damn. Leila leaned back in.


“I was just wondering.” She finished quickly, and sat up straight again.


“I just figured we weren’t really…acquainted.” William paused, smiling at his big word. “And it would be cool to get to know you. Right?”


Leila nodded. When she smiled, it was with her mouth, not her eyes. “Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, that’d be cool.”


The low sonance of Mrs. Davis giving inaudible instructions that no one would follow soon died out and she retreated back to her desk, drowning in the clutter. Amused students got up lazily and meandered about, milling around tables and flocking toward their friends, arms on shoulders, elbows on desks. Amidst the murmur was an audible silence between Leila and William, both shifting uncomfortably in their seats, words caught up in their throats until William slashed the sound barrier again upon seeing Leila reach down and haul a Pre Calculus book onto the table.


“Math? Come on,” he teased, an instinctive boyish grin sinking into his skin. “You’re the real artist. Shouldn’t you be doing something…arty? Slacker.” A smile flickered across Leila’s downcast face, igniting William’s sense of pride.


“Look at Mrs. Davis.” Leila snorted. “Does she look like she gives a damn or what?”


“Another groundbreaking speech from the barren land of Leila,” William thought to himself, rather impressed. “I know, look.” He motioned to the lazy, napping lump of Mrs. Davis, a heap of tired teacher at her desk. “Not dressed professionally at all. So much for respect!” His half smile matched the one that had just snuck across Leila’s face.


“So much swag,” she said. William chuckled, looking at Leila out of the corner of his eye; she was smiling to herself, pretending to not notice that he was watching, but secretly, he knew, wishing he would. They sat for a minute, in a more comfortable silence, his clear eyes tracing the delicate shape of her face.


A stocky figure had come over to the back table, leaning lazily against the surface. He nodded to Leila. “Sup, Will.”


“Hey, man.” William acknowledged James, a longtime companion known for his mellow outlook on the world.


“I’m having a bonfire tonight. You should go, Cassie’s gonna be there,” James said, punching William on his shoulder, the most common of man-hints. “It’ll be a good time.” He looked at William with encouraging eyes. William nodded and gave him a signature almost real smile.


“Yeah, I’ll have to see if my mom will actually let me out of the house and such. But it sounds cool.” Secretly, William was not fond of the idea. As appealing as the bonfire may have sounded, it was one that he did not wish to attend.


“Sweet.” James stood up straight again. “Oh, uh, Leila. Do you have the Spanish homework?”


Leila looked up, and before she could nod, or say anything for that matter, William said, “No. She doesn’t.” When James gave him a quizzical look, he shrank down a bit, saying, “I already asked. She doesn’t have it.” James shrugged.


“Alrighty. I’ll see you later.” James walked off, and Leila turned abruptly to William, eyebrows raised. “What?” he asked.


She rolled her eyes. “What was that?”


“What!” William laughed, forcing a smile out of Leila.


“You don’t have to do that. There’s nothing wrong with ‘helping a bro out,’” She said, with the addition of air quotes.


“Oh, so now you’re mocking me,” William joked. “Well I’m not just about to let him rob you of your hard work.” Leila giggled a little at ‘hard work.’


“Come on, now. It’s Spanish homework,” she said, shaking her head at him. “No es muy dificil. I put minimal effort in; I don’t mind sharing once in a while. This is high school.” Her eyes bore into him. William shrugged.


“Fine. Maybe I won’t be so quick to help you out next time.”


“Fine!”


“Fine.” William turned his back to her, scoffing sarcastically. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her smiling, though she acted like she wouldn’t let him see it. “Hey, can I see the homework for government?” he asked, nonchalantly.


“Shut up.”










THREE


With ten minutes left of sixth period there came an agonizing wait. All attention that had previously gone into learning the correct placement of direct object pronouns in the Spanish context had disappeared within the first half hour, much to the understanding of William’s teacher. The warm weather outside beckoned, as did the appealing thought of an after-school nap, and William occupied his time by engaging in a ferocious battle of ‘Go Fish’ with Emma, who had a tendency to extol her card game slander a little too loudly.


“Seven,” Emma declared, fierce blue eyes peering strategically over her impenetrable wall of cards.


“Go fish.” William’s tired voice showed his lack of enthusiasm, while his eyes drifted lazily toward the immobile clock.


“Damn it!” A few heads turned as Emma angrily dug for a new card, again taking refuge behind her deck.


“Jeez, Emma, shut up a bit,” an unsuspected voice echoed from the back of the room.


“Fight me!” Emma said, not turning her head. William asked for a four, nonchalant and bored as his cards bled. “Damn it!” More heads turned in silence as Emma angrily handed over two cards, and frowned as William slapped them onto the desk defiantly, along with the last of his cards.


“Winning,” he said. Emma glared.


“New game.” Emma began dealing new cards, hands moving fast and ferocious despite her stolid expression, but William didn’t notice. His eyes were merely looking, it was his mind that was seeing; seeing Leila’s smile and her vibrant personality. He heard her like they were back in the art room, her nervous laugh and her out-of-character speech. He wondered what she thought of him, suddenly concerned, and hoped he didn’t sound like too much of a tool. He wondered why she had been wearing long sleeves in seventy degree weather.


“Five,” Emma’s voice said. William wondered why Leila’s parents never mowed their lawn. “Five.” How long had she been able to draw so well? “Will!” Emma screeched. Heads turned, and she glared at each one, daring them to make a comment. None did. William snapped his head up, wide eyes looking at Emma expectantly as if he had been paying attention all along, a tiny headache still pulsing by his left temple. “I said, five!”


“Oh.” William realized that they were playing Go Fish, and he was holding cards. “I fold.” Emma glared at him, lips pursed, before turning around to play with someone else. William felt a prick on his shoulder, and realized someone had poked him carelessly with a pencil for his attention. “What?” he snapped, trance shattered.


“I heard you were talking to Leila today.” William recognized the ignorant voice coming from Kris, and felt his stomach tighten, as it often did when he was angry or frustrated. Kris had his phone under his desk and was giving William a look of contempt.


“Yeah. What of it?” William said, half turned away from Kris so he wouldn’t see the distasteful expression he wore, wanting very badly to get up and walk away.


Kris shrugged, as if he thought nothing of it, eyes cast down at his phone. “I dunno. I just thought it was a little weird.” William stiffened.


“How is that a little weird?” he asked, feeling anger pulse through his veins, trying not to throw his fist right at Kris’ face.


“She’s a little weird.”


“Actually, she’s perfectly fine.” William’s mouth was talking before he gave it consent. “Maybe if you didn’t assume things about her, you’d see that.” He glared at Kris for a moment, looking as tough as possible but instantly regretting his anger, afraid that Kris may not take it as easily as was expected. Instead, Kris just raised an eyebrow, taking a moment to look up from his phone to stare at William, taken aback.
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