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By the age of fifteen I’ve taught myself the essentials: how to walk cool, how to shave, and how to masturbate. The first involves spacing your feet wide and looking like you’re about to fall sideways; the second, starting with your sideburns and proceeding with downward strokes; the third, the efficient application of saliva.

And yet, despite these skills, I have a number of strikes against me:

—My name is Humphrey.

—I’m overweight, with a lame haircut.

—I’m the new kid.

No one knows dread like the new kid. No matter how friendly we may try to be, we’re none of us easy to talk to. We’re all either snobs or assholes, because we’re scared as shit.

Summer school won’t start for a while, so all I do for the first two weeks of June is swim in the pool at the crappy motel my family has moved into. At first it’s all bright fun, games of king of the dolphins with the girl with the wet band-aids from room 10. Then she leaves so I float lizards on leaf boats, collect the curled husks of drowned centipedes, or, finally, just stand for hours at the shallow end, my arms hitched over the wet concrete, and stare through the chlorine haze at the low palms at the edge of the parking lot. One day Mom comes home from work and finds me like that, my hair a greenish matted mess, both dry and wet like pool-hair gets, my shoulders peeling, and that’s the day she throws her hands up and says I’m not contributing anything to the family and I call her a bitch and she says I’m ungrateful and moody so I wander off and come home late that night. She rubs my back and says she’s sorry and I say I’ll apply for a job the next day. I guess I’m ready to do something else. What I really hope is that I’ll make a friend at work, at least one friend, so I’ll know someone when I arrive at summer school.

The woman who interviews me is named La Toya, and she seems nice but doesn’t say much, so I lead the way and tell her about how I worked at the supermarket back in Fresno. She chuckles when I ask if she wants references. I start the next day. My pay is $5.15 an hour, which means I can buy a new video game every couple of shifts. She makes me a bagger, but tells me that I could train on the registers and become a cashier in a few weeks. That comes with an automatic ten-cent raise.

My first few nights I’m bagging for Bernice. She pretty much ignores me (everyone at Food Festival does; I’m not really loud and also I’m white), but I really like her, because she talks back to the after-work assholes in suits, smiling the whole time, tapping her fake nails on the corner of her lips.

Even though the other baggers and cashiers live near me, they’re mostly in their late teens, and moms, so I don’t make any friends. I bet Bernice might hang out with me if we started talking, but we haven’t yet.

I wish I could capture the moment for you, what it was like when they walked in. I was wearing the uniform: a red plaid button-down, black jeans, black apron, black Velcro sneakers that I bought down the street from my old school in California. Bernice was scanning a mound of tortilla packages for a couple of Mexican dudes. The air conditioner had just snapped off, so the fluorescent lights were brighter than usual, and they made the edges of everything sharp. I had just got back from asking the front end for a carton of Winston Lights for Michelle’s customer on 2. Bernice slid the last plastic package down and placed the dudes’ tomatoes on the greasy aluminum scale. She punched 5 8 9 [scale] [code] and handed them to me.

So. 5 8 9 [scale] [code] and the receipt printer’s whirring and they come in. High school kids. The girl comes first. She’s got one of those careless-yet-worked-on ponytails that hot girls wear—you know, where the hair has probably been blow-dried because it’s perfectly straight and flying above her head, full inches higher than her scalp, and the tail fans out like the wash from some department-store fountain. She’s got this tight army-green T-shirt with a little pocket over a nipple—no bra, I think—and this pair of khaki shorts that flare over her tan legs, and she’s wearing flip-flops that are soft brown leather. I don’t think I’m an expert on this kind of thing, but she’s definitely pretty well-off, a lot richer than this neighborhood, for sure. She sails right past the bread aisle with this purposeful expression, looking like most dumb people do when they have something on their mind, like she’s balancing all the troubles of the world on the down of her upper lip, and the solution to it all is somewhere at the back of the store.

He comes in after, but he’s totally different. She’s all directed, like she’s on an errand that someone has the car idling outside for, but he comes in pissed and reluctant. The automatic doors have already half-closed and opened again before he makes it inside.

Hot air must have blasted in when the girl entered, too, but because of some chaos of wind currents in the rafters, I only feel a wave of wet heat when the guy enters. He’s got Vans on (like he’s a skater! like he’s from California!), and these baggy pants that make it look like there’s some other pair of pants inside trying to get out. He’s also wearing—and this is what makes me think he might be a nice kid—a yellow tank top. I mean, what guy wears yellow? He’s got these defined arms, so he’s clearly got some social capital, but at the same time, I figure a guy who wears yellow has got to be kind, right? He doesn’t seem really friendly, though. He scowls and saunters into the Food Festival like it’s a pool hall. He’s wearing a baseball hat, but the hair sticking out in the back is crusted with beach. He’s got this small and intense expression that might mean he owns a shotgun. He disappears down the wine aisle, after the girl.

If I could be friends with them, it would be perfect.

I look down at the scored metal of the checkout. I could be as popular as he. If only I weren’t wearing a plaid shirt embroidered with “Food Festival.” If only I had gotten around to losing those twenty pounds. If only I weren’t earning minimum wage at a supermarket.

“Hey, Bernice,” I say. “Do you have any go-backs?”

She has been picking price-tag goo from beneath a lacquered nail. “Um,” she drawls as she scans the shelves beneath the register. She holds up a box of tea like it’s an artifact. “Yeah, I got this.”

I take the box and head toward the aisles before La Toya can stop me.

I take the middle row and sweep the store, glancing left and right, just like when I was a kid and would lose my mom. Unless my potential friends happen to be passing an end cap, I’m sure to spot them. 4AB, jams and spices, no; 5AB, toothpaste, no; 6AB, paper goods, no; 7AB, cake mixes, no; 8AB, soft drinks, no; 9AB, cereals, toys, no; 10AB, frozen foods, no—or yes. They’re in the dairy section, at the end of the frozen foods.

It has always been the most untamed section of the grocery store. The pastel purple gives way to stark whites and silvers; puffs of cold vapor make the whole area an arctic passage. And at the end of the aisle, leaning against the grill where the white and purple of the 1 percent shifts to the white and blue of the skim, they are making out.

He has her pressed past the half-gallons and into the gallons, her ass pushing so deeply into the containers that they seem to be fleeing her. His half-thrusts have pushed the plastic sliding tags over, so the milk prices are bunched at the yogurt. Her legs are spread around his hips, and her shorts are short enough that from my angle it looks like she’s not wearing any at all.

Her eyes are closed—the rule of teenage kissing—and he’s not facing me, so I can watch them in privacy. He’s got her neck between his hands, and the frayed bill of his cap cradles the top of her head. He’s going after her with such animal intensity that I feel anxious for the girl—if she’s even a little bit not into him, she has to be really uncomfortable. But by all evidence, she’s into him. I stare at the spot where the denim of his jeans presses against the smooth skin of her thigh, and then walk away. I have a box of tea in my hand, after all, so there is something to be done.

As I pass back down the cereal aisle, though, I wonder why they have come into the store. They lost no time getting to the milk section. Why head straight to Dairy and go at it? By the time I reach Produce I think I’ve got it figured out: summer break is weird like that. You slam against the emptiness of the suburb, and in order to relieve yourself of the boredom of hanging with your girl and yet remain into her you come up with challenges, ways to break the deadening feeling. Maybe getting it on in public places was the best solution this guy could come up with.

I’ve never had a girlfriend. Well, I had a couple back in California, but all we did was hold hands in the hallways and go to the mall after school. We made out a bunch and one girl gave me a blowjob but she had braces and it hurt. I can’t help but feel that whatever I did with those girls is lily-white compared to what’s going on in the dairy section. I wonder if this is what Florida will be like, all girlfriends and intense making out. I hope not. Hooking up was fun sometimes but usually I found it kind of boring, like playing a chess game by following the moves written down in some book. And when the ultimate thing turns out to be boring, it’s really depressing. I put the tea back and return to Bernice.

I can see straight to the front as a couple more kids arrive. The door slides open, and in the wavering space of hot air outside the store I see their pickup idling. They have the yellow-tank-top boy’s coolness but not his hotness. Their hats are at the same angle as his. They have sulky what-the-hell expressions on, like they’re pissed off but not ready to fight about it, and they storm toward the back. I slot myself behind Bernice, fit another tab of plastic bags on the dispenser.

I know La Toya sees them come in. She’s leaning against the front counter, with her ass out and both elbows on the ledge, the pose she always takes when she’s at the end of her shift and wants to rest her tits, but she’s got this preoccupied face on, like why does this shit always have to happen on my watch? She takes the public-address phone in her hand, presses the little button. She stares at me the whole time; I’m only a yard away. “Humphrey to Dairy, please. Humphrey to Dairy.”

She’s looking at me with one slick plucked line of an eyebrow raised: That’s right, boy. She knows the power of loudspeakers on a kid; I can’t say no. I angrily head to the back of the store. What the hell am I supposed to do? I’m fifteen.

I’m not dragging my feet, not exactly, but I’m definitely taking my time. I imagine that the hot kids will still be making out, that the two roughs will be hanging in front of the shredded cheese and watching. But that’s not the case. They’re all standing in a circle, the three guys and the girl. She’s obviously peeved that she’s sharing her boyfriend—she’s toying with her flip-flop, letting it clap to the floor. The guys—and here’s where I become intensely aware of my own name badge and uniform, my official position—have opened a carton of milk and are passing it around like a bong.

Their gulps are so carefree, so manly, that they could as easily be three frat brothers in front of the house fridge. But they’re in a grocery store. I stand there, stunned by the impossibility of drinking milk in the store. One of the guys spots me. He’s pale and beefy.

“What the fuck do you want?” Pale Beef says.

Anything I could say would put me in the straight-laced loser role, so I don’t say anything.

“Are we in trouble?” Pale Beef asks. The guy in the yellow tank turns down the carton when it comes back to him.

“We’re not in trouble, right?” the other guy says. He’s wearing a tribal necklace. There’s a touch of nervousness in his voice.

I smile. It does seem weird that they’d be in trouble. They are, after all, drinking milk. “No, I don’t think so,” I say. “I’m just supposed to check up on you guys. You know, store security, all teenagers are thieves, that sort of thing.”

The girl tucks her hand around Yellow Tank’s waist. He’s smiling at me, and that makes me feel a little more sure.

“Are you callin’ us thieves?” Tribal Necklace asks. His eyes are wide and his mouth is firm. He’s not stupid. But he’s mean and bored.

“No, of course not.” I’m starting to get mad, too, because I want friends, dammit, and I was being funny and confident, and this fool won’t let up.

Pale Beef moves toward me. “He’s acting like we weren’t going to pay for it.”

“No, I’m cool,” I say.

He takes another step closer. The girl is ignoring me, staring into Yellow Tank’s shoulder, and he’s smiling a little but not doing anything to stop the guys.

“There doesn’t have to be a problem here,” I say. “Make sure you pay for the milk, that’s all.”

Now the guys are near me and I’m pressed against a door of the frozen section. My hand grips a pizza sale sign.

I’ve been bullied before—back in Michigan I used to get shoved around at recess, until I hit my growth spurt—and I’m used to the routine: a few stupid words, then a push and nothing more as long as I haven’t lashed back. But these guys are pressing into me, and the bigger one, as cleanly as if it’s a dance move, takes my head in his hands and slams it into the freezer door. His palms slapped on my ears, and I’m so shocked by the noise of my head against the door that I just stare back. It’s like I can’t hear anything, like I’m stuck somewhere within the glossy unreality of a television screen.

My nose is bleeding—how did that happen if he slammed the back of my head?—and I dab at my bloody shirt with one hand and plug my nostrils with the other and yell at the kid, “What the hell do you think you’re doing,” then I see he’s got his hand back like to punch me so I swing around with my foot out. I kick him in the thigh and he falls back a little, but his friend grabs my foot and suddenly I’m on the ground with my leg twisted in his hands and I’m yelling and he’s yelling, and the girl’s like, Let’s get out of here, okay? and they’re all heading out, but not before the guy in the yellow tank holds out his hand and helps me to my feet and maybe even says he’s sorry, I still can’t hear anything. I’ve kind of teleported away and watch them leave from a distance, both hands on my nose because it’s bleeding more now.

I go back to the front and La Toya asks what the hell happened and I tell her and she gets some ice from the deli department because apparently I’m going to get a black eye even though I don’t remember being punched. She couldn’t be more sorry for not going back there herself, and if she ever sees those kids again she doesn’t know what she’ll do and she lets me off early, without even having to clock out, and drives me home. She’s being motherly, which is exactly what I want, and she’s a lot more concerned than my own mother would be, though maybe she’s just worried my parents are going to call corporate. I tell her I’m fine, and I do feel fine except for the crust of blood on my nose…except that summer school starts in a week, except that instead of having friends I might have a couple of full-on enemies.

I have La Toya let me off before we get to my block because I live in a motel and that’s embarrassing. I must be disoriented because I’ve told her to let me out blocks away. I walk beneath the power pylons, on the sidewalk covered in dirt and sharp palm fronds. I’ve been the new kid all my life and I promise myself that this will be the last time. If I have to run away and rent my own place, then fine. My half-sister ran away, after all, and it worked out for her.

Places I’ve lived: Duluth, Detroit, Coeur d’Alene, somewhere else in Coeur d’Alene, some suburb of Vegas, Fresno, and now Haven Township, Florida. We got here at night. I sat wedged in the backseat of the minivan in the middle of my stuff, my eyes closed, the street-lights of the interstate regularly flashing my eyelids purple, my dog Citrus licking Doritos dust from my fingers, and I imagined what it would look like in the day.

I figured everyone lived on the beach, came home to high-rise hotels or huts along the water with sand between their toes and turquoise bathing suits under their work clothes. But you know what? People who live here don’t go to the beach; they drive around and shop or stay home and watch television. All the stores are new. No homeless, no corner tobacco shop, no dilapidated anything. Target and Starbucks and T.J. Maxx. With so much sun-bleached concrete the heat and light hit the ground and stay there, and we all walk around like we’re being pressed down by some heavy, luminous gas. When we first arrived and I opened the car door and stepped into the parking lot, even though it was midnight the air struck me like a hot wave. We’re all sluggish and unmysterious here.

My parents didn’t have any money for a deposit to rent our own place, so Dad worked out some deal with a motel. It was June, so he got a cheap rate. We could stay six months for “practically nothing” and pay by the week. Mom didn’t agree that the motel cost “practically nothing” and she was mad that she’d have to ask for a transfer to a Florida Arby’s after all. She had started working at one of their California restaurants when Dad started losing jobs. She was a manager or something important like that but did sixty hours a week and hated it—always came home smelling like urinals and whatever grease they put on the bread.

I always wondered why rich people didn’t live in motels instead of in houses—there’s no clutter, there’s a little fridge with food in it, someone else makes your bed. But actually it isn’t that awesome. Sure, it was cool at first—there’s a pool, and at night no one even notices if I bring Citrus swimming—but when the motel became home, it began to suck. The bedspreads smell bad. The tables are smooth on top but rough as broken plywood where your knees go. The kitchen only has a coffee maker and not much else. I eat my cereal out of a coffee pot because we couldn’t fit our dishes in the van. The first time I poured my corn flakes up to the 2-cups line it felt weird, and after that just plain bad. Then Dad finally stopped watching TV and unpacked all of his stuff. He programs elevators, and he’s got so many motherboards and other sharp green cards covering the industrial carpet that to make my way across the room I have to jump from bed to bed.

My mom’s home and although I wiped away the crusty blood and took off my work shirt apparently my eye’s already black because she asks me what the hell happened to you. I tell her that I was beat up on the way back from work because made-up bullying is less embarrassing than real bullying. She lets me off picking up dinner, even though it’s my turn. I go to bed early and hang out with Citrus and play a video game at the foot of my cot in the walk-in closet and listen to her yell at my father that he’s the one who made them live in this shitty neighborhood so what does he expect?
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Finding a seat on the school bus. This is impending doom.

First day of summer school. One fifteen-year-old named Humphrey (how I wish my mom had never watched Casablanca!), now only a few pounds overweight, and with a better haircut, or at least a less conspicuous one. One black eye that has almost faded. One bus stop along an oily side road.

I moved every two years while growing up (no, my dad didn’t work for the military; he just wasn’t ever any good at his job), and so I have the first-day thing down. But it still unnerves me. Waiting at the bus stop can’t be too bad, I tell myself. No one’s going to pick on you or make any important social decisions because it’s seven in the morning and no one’s awake enough to do anything but stare at the asphalt. This girl, probably pretty popular, is picking at a scab on her ankle. Some guy, probably not popular at all, is chafing his apple against the curb, trying to flay off the skin. I open my bag and check out the five crisp, bright folders. I don’t have any reason to open my backpack, but I want to do something other than continue making myself nervous. I give myself an intense expression in case anyone else is looking, as if something vital is being broadcast inside the bag.

Adults can be alone when they really want to be. They can drive themselves to work. They can eat their lunch by themselves. They can decide to stay home all day. But teenagers are forced to enter enemy space. By law, we have to go to school. By law, we have to share bus seats and face one another down at the lunch table. I’m slow to get my backpack on so that I will be last onto the bus, because getting landed with a bad seat is infinitely preferable to taking a seat that someone more established wants. The driver presses a silver button to swing a lever to open the door, which makes the whole boarding operation seem industrial, like I’m entering a slaughterhouse through the animal entrance. I stare at the steel trim behind the driver and give him the standard teenage-boy smile, the slight clenching of the corners of my lips, in case he expects me to acknowledge him. He slides the door closed, hands me some form, and then I venture a glance down the ribbed rubber aisle.

And there it is, the immediate decision: the driver has closed the door, and he can’t move until I find a seat. The hardest challenges of school are these split-second ones. Academic tests, no matter how important, can be completed over a number of minutes. But this is the toughest exam all year, and I have only a few seconds for it.

I first scan for a seat that is totally empty, but there are no such seats. The back of the bus, of course, is completely occupied—there’s even a pair of girls bobbing on guys’ laps. The front of the bus is filled in equal parts with the freshmen and the eager, everyone from the unpopular to the half-popular. I’m left with the middle section. Only two spots are open: I can sit next to a guy snoozing in a weathered Billabong T-shirt, his leg covering the rest of the seat, or with the girl across from him, who is staring angrily out the window, her new lavender backpack propped too neatly next to her. I make my way down the aisle, practicing my cool walk. My plan: by the time I get to their row, one of them has to flinch, move either leg or backpack.

While I am still two rows ahead, the girl reaches for her bag. But she just leaves her hand on it, as if for security. The Billabong guy does nothing, and since the girl is actively against my sitting next to her, I choose to go with him. Apparently he is authentically dozing, because when I nudge his leg he doesn’t move. An adult would have said “Excuse me,” but for a high schooler that shows deference, and deference is doom. I just sit down on the triangle of vinyl left to me.

The crappier parts of Haven Township are near the high school, so my trip is short. I grip the handle of my backpack (Invicta, cool in California but apparently not cool in Florida; JanSport still rules here) as if it’s an anchor and as we ride I wonder where my home-room classroom will be.

The scene earlier this morning: me at the desk/table, eating my cereal and inspecting my folders. Dad’s still asleep, snoring heavily a foot away, Mom is taking her mug of coffee into the bathroom—she’s late. I’m nervous so I’m aware of the texture of the cereal but not the taste. “I’m off to summer school,” I say as I rinse the coffee pot in the sink. “It’s my first day.”

“Oh, honey,” my mom calls over the running water, “good luck!” Mom was working hard last week, so we didn’t get a chance to check out the school.

Dad used to be something called a contractor, but since we lived in a town that was “full of the suckers,” his contracting stopped, which I think means he got fired, and we had to move. Mom pitched a fit, of course. She was making dinner at the time and threw a bunch of celery across the kitchen. It hit Dad in the face but he just took the abuse, because “What are we going to do, stay in California and starve?” so he chose a state that he thought wouldn’t already have a load of computer experts. It was Florida.

Moving is really expensive. We didn’t have that much money to start with, we didn’t own our own house or anything, “we were renting life,” as my mom often said with her sad smile, so I don’t know where they found the money. We didn’t get a truck, we just drove in the old Aerostar, which means we didn’t take any furniture. We removed the far backseat and left it in California. I got the space above one of the rear wheels for all my stuff. All I had were a couple of suitcases, a duffel bag, my computer, and Citrus. He’s awesome.

We moved as soon as my freshman year ended. One hour I was sitting in American history, watching Good Morning, Vietnam and eating candy with my friends. Then the next I was sitting in the backseat with Citrus on my lap, my dad edging the van onto the interstate ramp, scanning up and down the highway and sweating at his temples. I was ticked that I couldn’t chill with my friends for even one day, but I didn’t say anything because Mom and Dad were already really pissy, and I knew it would be best to put my headphones on and hang out in back with Citrus.

I only really turned my music off to tell my dad that Citrus had to pee. I get my dog. Once there’s enough urine in his bladder his nose twitches, even if he’s asleep. The little guy’s on a roughly three-and-a-half-hour schedule between intake and peeing, which in the big western states meant every fifteen exits or so. I counted because, really, what else was I going to do?

Poor dad, he’s huge and so he kept squirming in the bucket seat of the van, and so we had to stop all the time to stretch his back. My mom got huffy about the delays. I can still see her, hurled back in her seat like a bad kid in a boring class, her hands wedged in her hair like the plastic combs in Bernice’s ‘fro, staring out the window at a gas station in Oklahoma, Missouri, Georgia. She’s always made it clear that she was meant for something better. One time my dad left the parking brake on near Tallahassee, and these big plumes of blue smoke came out of the van on I-75 and we had to stop for a few hours so it could cool down. She crossed her arms and leaned against the hood and then hit Dad once, hard, when he came back from taking Citrus to sniff out a patch of grass. He was mad but he didn’t hit her back or anything, he just accepted the slap. They stood and stared at each other in the middle of all the fumes and bad smell. Then Mom started crying and my dad hugged her. Why does he take all her shit? There are a lot of complicated reasons, I’m sure, but the basic truth is that she’s beautiful and he’s really fat, so they both know she’s got an advantage. You know how there are these weird points when you realize what your parents are, outside of what they are to you? Like, beyond being strict or distant or whatever, but what the rest of the world sees them as? I realized on my way to Haven Township that it’s like my half-sister Gretchen once said—my mom is a bitch and my dad is weak. They just are. I love them, but they are.

When the school bus pulls into the parking lot, it is totally clear that we bus riders are an underclass. The parking lot is full of red and gold and silver SUVs and Ford F-150s and BMWs. The air brakes of the bus squeal. Since I don’t really have any seat to get up from I’m already halfway in the aisle. But when I get up I feel this swift kick against my thigh and spin around. The Billabong kid is reclining on the seat, still in the same pose, only now his eyes are open and beaming fire. “Don’t ever sit next to me again,” he mutters. “Faggot.”

I walk off. The kids are bunching up behind me; what else can I do? But if only I wasn’t new, if only I had established myself somewhere in the ranks. I could lash out at that kid. He isn’t that much bigger than me. And he was the one who dug his foot into my leg, practically my butt. Who was acting like a faggot? The thought does cross my mind—do I look gay? Black boots, camouflage shirt held together with safety pins—that doesn’t fly in Florida? I pause before the smudgy double doors of the school entrance. Of course. Haven Township is too close to the beach. Surfer is the look here, not skater. It will take weeks to recover from looking weird on the first day. Unless I carry it confidently. Acting sure of myself is my best hope. I throw open the doors and slam my way inside, as if barreling backstage after a rock show.

 

My class for the first half of the summer is Care and Prevention of Athletic Injuries, which is what they call health here. It makes me nervous, like maybe everyone in Haven has to either play football or tend to football players. Everyone in Florida took the course in ninth grade, which is why I have to take summer school with all the failures.

Haven Township High is one central concourse surrounded by a dozen spokes, like a squashed concrete bug. My classroom’s at the end of one spoke. I arrive there early, since stalking through the halls is the best way to avoid revealing that you don’t know anyone. I just have to make it through the day, I remind myself as I open the door. My old English teacher had a cheesy poster like that, a kitten trying to get onto a branch One Day at a Time.

M. Torino of my schedule, Coach Torino, is a nearly bald man with the sweet and blank face of a slow child, and is disinfecting a dummy when I enter. It sighs mechanically as he swabs its lips. I pick a desk halfway down against one wall. I will be conspicuously invisible. When the coach smiles at me, I nod back, fractionally. I’m desperate to smile back at him, to feel the shared warmth, but I’m not sure yet if teens here are supposed to smile at teachers.

The other kids file in, mostly in twos and threes. I concentrate on those who enter singly, because they’re easier targets for friendship. But those kids who aren’t already attached to friends don’t sit near me, or near one another, for that matter. We’ve all decided it’s safer to be hermits, I guess. Only the popular can assume that someone else would want to sit next to them.

The bell rings and the coach hands out assignment lists and a floppy textbook. I take bored jabs at the book with my pencil, feigning important thoughts, as though there is a party somewhere where I would much rather be. The coach is one of those Teacher teachers who believe in building suspense and selling students on the course. He announces that this very day! This very period! We will! Cure an injury!

Only one kid looks excited, and it’s not me.

Apparently we are to splint legs. Not our own legs, someone else’s. My breath catches. Group work, the bane of new students. Hopefully he’ll assign us partners.

No such luck. He asks us to pair ourselves off.

The class is suddenly on its feet. All the students, even those who regularly flunk math, are suddenly doing massive calculations, determining rank, how high they can reach, who will be the safety choice if the reach target doesn’t pan out. I spend too long doing my calculations, and soon everyone else is paired off. I’m left standing at the side of my desk, looking like I’m the lamest kid in the room. But it’s just because I’m new! I want to say. I promise.

The coach looks at me concernedly. “It looks like you’re without a partner. What’s your name, son?”

“Humphrey.”

The class is silent. My name is weird, but apparently not weird enough for them to tease right away. Coach Torino pats the table. “Okay, Humphrey. You can be my demonstration buddy. Come on up to the front.”

“You want me to sit on there?” I ask. Someone snickers.

“Yes sir, come on up.”

I sit on the edge of the table. I feel like I’m on a gurney, waiting to be inspected by the doctor. All that’s missing are the crinkly paper and the exposed testicles.

Coach Torino tugs on my legs. “No, up up.”

The coach arranges me on the table. I’m flat on my back, my boots against the tabletop and knees in the air. He tells me to take off one shoe and sock. When did I last cut my toenails? I take off a boot and a sock, then realize that all the cool kids are wearing flip-flops. My feet are pink and corrugated from the pressure of my socks. Definitely not tan and sandy. I look at the coach, who is holding up the textbook and spouting off about something. I turn my head toward the class. Even though I’m lying down, because of the table I’m at their eye level. And suddenly it strikes me—being supine on the table, immobile and stared at like a buffet, makes me really horny. I turn my head back so I stare at the cracked surface of the ceiling panels, try to quell the rising in my pants by scouring for patterns.

The door opens, and in walks the yellow-tank-top guy from Food Festival. What he’s doing in a freshman class, who knows. Probably failed a couple of times already. “You’re late,” the coach says, with that resigned yet deeply scared tone teachers take on with bad kids.

The guy crosses to the back of the room and sits next to a kid who, I realize with shock, is Pale Beef, the one who slammed my head into the freezer. “What are we doing?” Yellow Tank whispers loudly to the kid. It’s a smart move—he hasn’t openly disrespected the teacher, but he gains points for turning to his friend for info instead of the authority figure. For a few seconds all the attention in the class is directed on him.

“Wade,” the coach says. Wade. The yellow-tank guy’s name is Wade. “Come on up to the front. I have a partner for you.”

Suddenly Wade’s attention is on me. I find it impossible not to squirm. I swallow my spit, straighten my shirt. Lying flat on my back, my head turned against the cool slate, looking at this potentially violent stranger, is tripping me out.

“I’ll work with Wade,” Pale Beef volunteers.

“You’ve already got a partner,” the coach says. “What do you want to work with Wade so much for, anyway?” The class titters. This teacher isn’t weaponless, after all; he knows how to play our game.

Pale Beef relents. He’s not as bad-ass as he might seem to be.

“What do you mean, you’ve got a partner for me?” Wade asks. He has this slow but deliberate way of speaking, like he’s confident but not intelligent, his power entirely outside schoolwork.

“You’re working with Humphrey,” the coach says. “Come on, get up here.”

I hear Wade shuffle across the industrial tile. He’s got the equivalent of a zombie’s lope—sluggish, impressive, and, to the sacrificial new kid on the table, scary as hell. I stare at the ceiling. I’m kind of shutting myself off, like I’m in the doctor’s office. This is happening to my body, not to me.

He’s at the front of the room. I tap my fingers against the slate.

“So what do I have to do?” Wade asks.

“Take his ankle in your hands.”

“For real?”

“Yes.”

I don’t look down when Wade takes me in his hands. My ankle is slender and lost in his callused grip. He holds it firmly but disdainfully in one hand. “Now what?” he asks.

“You need to move him so that the leg and foot are in a normal position.”

“What’s normal?”

I lift my head. “Normal. Like straight up,” I say. Some girl at the front laughs. I lay my head back down.

Wade has his other hand on my foot, now. He’s intimidated by teachers, I can see—he looks to me beseechingly, almost, as if hoping I’ll keep telling him what to do. I shift my foot from side to side in his grasp and then bring it down in what seems a neutral position.

“So what’s next?” Wade asks. He’s got this little spark in him, like he’s getting into it. I like him, I decide. Even though he stood there while his friends were beating me up, even though he acts like an asshole, I can tell he’s really not. This childlike gleam, this unembarrassed excitement I glimpse inside him, is really cool. I also like that he has kept his hand on the top of my foot while the coach is giving the directions for the next step. I look down at his hand, this proof that he thinks I’m okay enough to touch. His tan is peeling at the bases of his fingers. His nails are recessed where he’s been biting them. He’s got a silver ring on his thumb and a couple of pieces of fluorescent nylon cord as bracelets. There’s a rawboned look to his hands, as though he’s been scrambling up mounds of dirt or searching beneath paving stones. His fingers rest on the thick veins that rib the top of my foot. When I flex my foot, just a little bit, his middle finger falls so that it’s resting on the smooth white middle plane between my tendons.

As he binds my “broken” ankle to the good one using a rag, I absently press my big toe against the dirty plastic of the sole of my booted foot. It feels obscurely unlawful to touch the bottom of my shoe with my bare foot in front of so many people. It’s like I’m stretching the limits of logic, like I’m bringing together two objects that some physical law says can’t come into contact. Like something’s going to touch that never should have, and then something crazy’ll happen.

The class gives a couple claps for me and Wade when we finish and I go back to my seat and stare at my notebook for a while until I feel like a normal member of the class again. I watch two girls do the same splint, then two guys again, and then a guy and a girl.

The rest of the day is a typical first day for a new kid. I eat lunch alone between two banks of lockers, suffer through the end-of-the-day anticipation of the final bell, and then go home, watch a cartoon because it’s like being ten again, then cry a little and take Citrus for a walk. We wander for a long time, because no one’s home and I don’t want to hang around computer parts for hours. There’s a huddle of palm trees in a Chick-fil-A parking lot and Citrus and I take a break there. When I sit down my pant leg rides up and I stare at my ankle, there where it lies in the sand and grass.
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Wade’s mom! How random.

We’re both staring at Wade as he stretches for gym class. She’s by her car on the other side of the fence and I’m next to the tetherball pole and he’s between us, the sun backlighting his ripped T-shirt and outlining the frame beneath, dappling his body. They say she’s got some court order against her. That’s what I hear. All I know for sure is that she’s not supposed to see him, and that she’s hot. I’m supposed to be touching my toes, but I can only really get partway, so I’m bent over watching her, seeing her and him framed by my thighs. Bounce, bounce, stare.

She’s wearing the work uniform for some cheesy kids’ restaurant, and the orange rayon has gone wet and caked at her armpits. She plucks the fabric away from her skin. You can almost feel the breath of Florida air when her shirt snaps back. I watch her flat-out spying on him. She’s not built for being sneaky—she’s too tall, and her hair is really large. She slinks down the side of the car.

Wade himself, well, he’s standing relaxed and unstudied, as if gym class might actually be a parking-lot party on Friday night. He’s with the most important kids, the rude but outgoing boys, in board shorts and T-shirts gone yellow. They’re making fun of each classmate in turn and scanning one another with admiring eyes. I, of course, am standing by myself, practically with the girls.

Wade looks like he could be the gym teacher; he’s impossibly large. He is a demigod of high school, a broad-framed, alert man who would intimidate anyone’s dad. He already towers over us—another year and he won’t look like a high schooler at all. His shorts reveal rippling masses of muscle, and the tan and black down of his tree calves. He has a chest and arms. None of the rest of us guys do. Pale Beef and Tribal Necklace know this—they’ve positioned Wade as their center.

I wonder if Wade’s mom has come by the school because he’s already failing summer school. Word is he hasn’t gone to elementary Spanish even once yet, now or any of the four years he’s been here.

She rotates her wrist absently. There’s a catch in the motion, a wince on her face, and I notice an Ace bandage. Maybe she’s out sick from work. That’s what makes me pretty sure she’s his mom, because of course—what would a mom do with free time but come check up on her son?

Class starts and the coach makes us sit down. The sun has broiled the tar of the parking lot, heat rising in waves. It feels like when you get up the wet hot blackness will still be on you.

I watch Wade’s mom watch Wade as the coach takes roll. I try to see what she sees: his old Converse are unlaced and his arms are crossed; he looks like we all do, like he is trapped in the first instant after waking from a pleasant and preferable nap. His only expression has been to give a few of those almost-silent smug laughs that all of us teenage boys know, that one violent rise and fall of the shoulders; he only listens to other kids’ stories, never contributes his own. The girls—those who are secure enough, at least—have formed an impromptu semicircle around his inner ring of boys.

A triangle of sweat marks the hollow of Wade’s chest, and his thick eyebrows glisten. He gets to his feet, absently cuffs a friend on the shoulder. The coach went back inside without ever telling us why; where are the “team sports” of the course title? So much of high school is this—doing nothing—only this time it feels weird, because someone from the outside is here to witness it.

Every one of the girls, even the nerds and the fatties, has rolled down the waistband of her shorts to expose her hip bones. So many of them are sexy; not pretty but porn-sexy, with skinny arms that make any breasts look huge. Everyone knows, even if they’ll never say so, that fifteen-year-old girls are hot. I see Wade’s mom look at them and then slide a hand over the mass of her own dandelion hair, rub the muscles of her neck. She looks nervous for Wade’s well-being among the hotties. What of her son, she’s probably thinking, who only a few years ago traded game cards and watched cartoons but is heavy-limbed and glowers, and looks like, well, sex? What danger awaits such a body owned by a kid?

An old lady walks by, pushing a beaten-up grocery cart full of soda cans, and fixes Wade’s mom with a suspicious look. Wade’s mom gives her a look back that says you’re the bitch pushing a grocery cart along a high school and flicks her off.

The period bell rings, which immediately causes a pang of anxiety to rise in me. I hate bells and passing periods, those times when everyone’s jumbled and you can’t avoid the kids who spit in your hair or try to trip you. Some of the nerdier girls cry out—where’s the coach? He left us no time to change! Wade lingers, and therefore so do his admirers. We stand nervously, waiting for his lead. Then some quiet charge passes from him to the rest of our herd and we lumber toward the building.

I see Wade’s mom get caught in the turning of the moment. She slips through a gash in the fence and steps toward him. But our group is almost at the door.

“Wade!” she calls.

He keeps moving. Maybe he just didn’t hear her; he wasn’t necessarily ignoring her—being unaware is, after all, what makes him cool.

“Hey,” says a girl with an expensively ripped shirt and tan abdomen. “Wade, there’s some lady calling for you.”

All the boys, of course, stop on the word lady and turn. The girls twist more warily, flank Wade like lionesses. Wade is expressionless.

The hostility of the girls flusters Wade’s mom. I see her falter—the girls aren’t putting up the cold walls children put up for parents, but rather the hot barbs shown to a rival.

“Wade,” she calls again. She jangles her car keys, as if to announce that she is there on important maternal business.

“That’s his mom, guys,” one of the girls announces.

For a moment his mother is facing us all down, a foreign champion. We are all charged for battle, but then Wade takes a step toward her. The moment breaks, and the girls lead the retreat for the doors. We boys follow more slowly. Pale Beef and Tribal Necklace stare over their shoulders and whisper. Even in her work uniform Wade’s mom is a “hot mom,” and we all know it. The name we whisper is Brandy.

I engineer it so I’m the last to go inside.

“What are you doing here?” Wade asks her.

“Hey, honey,” Brandy says.

“I have to go to class. What are you doing here?”

“You only have one class left? It’s almost the end of the day?”

A shadow passes over Wade’s face. The shadow is: you’re not supposed to be here. But he would never say you’re not supposed to about anything: his popularity is rooted in not supposed to. “Yeah,” he says.

“I was going to buy you something. Like an ice cream or something.”

He appraises her, slides his lower lip between his teeth. He leans on the outside of his foot. “I’m still in my gym clothes. I don’t have my books and stuff.”

“Oh, come on. Just come. Don’t be lame—I’m taking you out!” She looks cheap and desperate, heartbroken and unmotherly, and I feel really bad for her.

Wade runs one leg behind the other, scratches at a fire-ant bite on his calf, and a bright splash of pink gum flashes from the sole of his shoe. For a second he looks like a child. But the foot falls and he is a man again. “Yeah, let’s go.”

“There! You can get your homework from your friends.”

“I think you have to sign me out or something.”

Everyone else has gone inside. I’m tying my shoe to buy time, the door closing against my back—I look ridiculous. But Brandy and Wade don’t notice.

Brandy snorts. “I don’t need to sign you out. I’m your mom.”

“No, I’ll be marked absent. You really do. One more absent and I’m screwed.”

Brandy stamps a foot and scowls in mock outrage. Going to the principal is going to the principal, at any age, and she clearly doesn’t want to do it.

“Mom! Are you taking me, or what?”

“Yeah, let’s go. Can’t believe I have to sign out my own damn kid.” She was totally about to say fucking kid.

I go inside and the door closes behind me.

The air is still, as the next class period has just started and bathroom passes have not yet been issued. I pass the lockers mounted three high along the wide central hallway, the cinder-block walls slathered in waxy flesh-colored paint, the maroon industrial carpet as damp as moss. I am alone in the school, even though it is full of people. My skin tingles at the thought.

 

Brandy is standing at the entrance of the school when the end-of-the-day bell rings. I step to one side when I see her. She’s immobile in the flood of shouts and backpacks, momentarily stricken as the mass parts around her. The kids pay her no mind, nor she them.

No Wade. She got ditched. I wonder how it came down.

The crowd thins. Here are the stragglers, those last to emerge, the band nerds and drama geeks, the girls with sticker-covered clarinet cases and boys with buttoned shirts. And me.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
THE

NEW KID

ELIOT SCHREFER

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto  Sydney





