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To Zach.


And to Colton, Logan,


and Rowyn.





FIGURES


    1.  Effects of gravity on a falling body


    2.  Measure of greatness for each move


    3.  Assessment of current school


    4.  Science fair project assignment


    5.  Formula explaining the necessity of funny


    6.  Venn diagram comparing Fred and me


    7.  Explanation of bites of pizza


    8.  Terrible Mom jokes


    9.  Future site of certain doom


    10.  Reasons Jenna is staring at the ground


    11.  Equation proving Mom thinks I’m hilarious


    12.  Is it funny?


    13.  List of things I hate


    14.  Worst days ever


    15.  Fight or flight response to fear


    16.  Examples of when I’ve used the fight or flight response


    17.  Time lapse of oh-shoot-ness


    18.  The formula for funny


    19.  Current data





TABLES


    1.  Achievement of Exit-lence


    2.  Student Schedule: Ross Stevens


    3.  Why Are They Laughing?


    4.  Levels of Idiotism


    5.  Universal Rules of Seventh Grade Survival
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STATE THE PROBLEM OR QUESTION


What are you trying to find out?


From: nomadman@nma.com


To: herecomeztreble@nma.com


Subject: A Swimming Success


So, all went as planned—actually better. Was totally Fish-tastic. I’ll tell you more when I’m on the computer instead of Mom’s phone, but the record holds. Would have been suspended if I hadn’t already been leaving, they said.


And guess what? Mom said yes! She’s going to call your mom and work it out, but she said she thinks I can stay with you for the entire week. Ahh! Now to wait the million days until summer is here. Can’t wait to see your house and meet all your friends. You’ll have to make them wear name tags or something so I can keep up.


On our way to St. Louis. Three months there. Already got Exit-lence plans in the works. Will be epic. Stinks you aren’t around to see it. Though I guess my fame wouldn’t be imminent if you and your mom hadn’t bailed. I’m only, like, 23% mad at you (or at least your mom) now.


Ross


PEOPLE CAN SPEND their entire lives trying to achieve greatness, but I am fortunate—at the age of twelve, I already know it.


It was by dumb luck that I’d found my “great” to begin with. Before The Incident at the end of fifth grade, I was just a kid that moved a lot.


For moves One through Seven, my school exits consisted of all the normal stuff: shove my eraser-less pencils and half-used spirals into my backpack, mosey up to the front of the classroom, and wave good-bye to kids I barely knew. They’d collectively say “bye” and wave back. After a hug from a teacher who wouldn’t remember me past recess, I’d be on my unmerry way to my next school.


Move Eight, however, was when the happy accident happened. With all of my school-ly possessions in my bag, I started my moderately paced shuffle toward the door—slow enough that I looked appropriately sad and eager enough that I didn’t look depressed. Unfortunately, I didn’t see Shana Miller’s messenger bag strap until after it was wrapped around my foot like a booby trap. When it snagged me, I tried to stay upright, flinging my arms out and attempting to win my fight with gravity by grabbing the desks on either side of me. But my last day there also happened to be one of those days the teacher felt the need to rid herself of all of old worksheets, and both of the desks I grabbed were covered with stacks of papers (see Figure 1). My hands slid out from me and down


down


down


I went.
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Figure 1. Effects of gravity on a falling body





My left elbow and right knee took most of the fall. My lips pressed together to hold back my yell. Tears sprang to my eyes. All of that old work fluttered down beside me like the ashes of my pride.


And then: dead silence.


Nobody knew what to do. Should they laugh? Help? Pretend it didn’t happen?


Me, on the other hand, I knew I had two options:


I could stand up and bawl as they sent me off in a chorus of good-byes and forever live in their memories as a fifth grade baby.


OR


Get up, say bye, and get the heck out of there before the dam broke.


Opting for the second, I carefully removed the strap from my ankle and scrambled to my feet. I grabbed my bag off the floor and dared to peek at my audience before offering my best wishes.


But I froze.


Every. Single. Eye was on me. Even the kid in the back with the thick glasses and multi-directional stare managed to train both his pupils directly upon my presence. My chin and bottom lip shook like the suspicious-looking Jell-O salad they served that day in the cafeteria. If I opened my mouth or waved or even breathed, the floodgates would open and I would look like a blubbering idiot. A baby. A blubbering-idiot-baby.


Nope. Words were not an option.


So, in a gust of brilliance, I abandoned my verbal skills, threw both of my hands up like a V for victory, bowed, and ran out of the classroom.


Before the door closed, I heard the laughing.


For one second, I thought they were laughing at me, but before I was out of earshot I heard one kid say, “That was awesome!” and I knew they were laughing because of me. It was a victory. One I planned to enjoy after I attended to my blubbering-idiot-baby-ness in private.


I remember pushing through that swinging door of the boys’ bathroom, ready to let out the tears I’d assumed had built up after my fall. I sat in the last stall—the big one—and squeezed my eyes shut and waited, but nothing came.


Not quite believing my fast beating heart was caused by adrenaline rather than the threat of crying, I waited some more. Still nothing.


I tried squeezing at the tear ducts the way I saw my mom do if she got a pimple.


But still, I was dry as a desert.


That was when, to my shock and exhilaration, I realized I didn’t feel bad at all. Instead, I felt . . . heroic. Memorable. Funny.


And it changed my life.


MY EXITS FOLLOWING that day were marvelous. Stellar. Epic. EXIT-LENT. And not by accident. I planned my exits from the moment I knew I was transferring to a new school until the day I left. Each escape was better than the last (see Figure 2, and note: From the following data you will see that I over-thought Move Nine but recovered by Move Ten).


I flat out owned today’s finale: Move Eleven.
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Figure 2. Measure of greatness for each move





Though I gladly pay it, my victories do come at a price. The drive to mom’s next tour stop—our next home—always gives her plenty of time for the standard post-Exit-lence lecture, and today is no exception. This is most painful part of the process; I’ve learned to brave these post-Exit-lence lectures and even shorten them by arranging my face into an expression that is equal parts sad and apologetic.


Today I do not catch a break. The lecture is twenty-three minutes long. It starts with phrases like respect for authority and common decency. It ends with failure as a mother and unreasonable expectations for both of us.


“You are such a good kid,” she says as she’s winding down. “It’s like you’re just missing it. Like you don’t get when you’re crossing the line. You don’t even give people a chance to like you.”


After she ends with the standard, “I just don’t know how to know if I’m doing the right thing,” we are both quiet for a good four minutes. Then, like normal, my mom takes a deep breath and pats my knee. The stressful part is over. We can move on to the pep rally part where she tells me that she knows it is hard to move again, and she knows I miss my best friend, Trent, and she knows it’s different since he and his mom stopped touring with the symphony.


Approximately seven minutes after her closing statement, I pull out my notebook and begin to think about my next exit strategy, my future finale, aka Move Twelve. The planning is exciting—but I’m careful not to let it show on my face. I need to look thoughtful for at least twelve more minutes, or I’ll have to sit through Lecture, Part Two.


It’s hard to look guilty though, because I’ve already got a few really great ideas. My next finale will be spectacular. Like Complete Greatness level. Fireworks will be involved. My next Exit-lence could be famous-making. Kids will ask for my autograph, teachers will praise my creativity, there will be Facebook fan clubs devoted to me. Basically, for Move Twelve, I will be epic (see Table 1).




Table 1. Achievement of Exit-lence
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I pause in my plans and borrow Mom’s phone to send an e-mail to my best friend, Trent. Right after I press send, the phone rings. It’s a number I don’t recognize, so I hand it back to Mom.


“Hello,” she says. And then, “Yes, it is.”


Her wide, panicked eyes make me freeze. There are only three things in the world Mom cares about enough to make her freak out—and two of them are in this car.


“Thank you for calling,” Mom says. She puts on her blinker and changes lanes. “We’re coming right now. Please call if anything changes.” She drops the phone and exits the highway.


“What’s wrong?” I ask. Her sharp U-turn makes the phone slide over the console and fall on the floorboard.


“It’s Pops,” she says naming the third thing.


SINCE MOM AND I move every couple of months (give or take), we don’t keep a lot of stuff. Everything we own—including her three bassoons—fits inside our Suburban. This means it is super easy to relocate. It also means that when we get a phone call that mom’s dad (my Pops) fell and went to the hospital, unconscious, in an ambulance, we can change our plans midroute and break the speed limit to get to him.


Mom’s so quiet as she drives. Both hands squeeze the steering wheel and she leans forward like it will make us get to Pops even faster. I want to tell her it’ll be okay, but since I don’t really know if that’s true, I don’t.


When the phone rings again, she snatches it up. Her hands are shaking as she taps the screen to answer. She says “hello” and then nods even though the person on the other end can’t see her.


“Oh, thank you,” she says. “Thank you so much. Please tell him we’re coming. We’ll be there in a little under an hour. Tell him to rest . . . and we love him.”


She puts the phone on the seat and I glance at it to make sure it’s hung up.


“He’s awake,” Mom tells me and she smiles. She turns on the radio. I didn’t even realize we’d been driving in complete silence.


When we pull into the hospital parking lot, we’ve been in the car for seven hours straight. Still, we don’t take time to stretch before we go inside to find Pops.


He’s awake when we come into his room. His eyes are open and watery, and he’s staring at the ceiling. When Mom says, “Hi, Daddy,” he turns toward us and smiles. The liquid in his right eye slips out and falls as a tear down his face, slowing on his deepest wrinkles. It’s only been about three months since we saw him last, but from the way he’s changed, it seems like it should be years.


He holds a hand out to us and Mom grabs it. He smiles bigger and nods. Then his head tilts to the side and he falls asleep. Seriously, it’s that fast. One second he’s awake and the next second he isn’t.


I glance at Mom to make sure we didn’t just see him, like, die or something. She’s studying the computer screen to the side of the bed and not panicking at all, so I’m guessing it’s okay.


Mom sits in a chair next to Pops so she doesn’t have to let go of his hand while he sleeps, and I sit in the chair next to the window. She says I can watch TV, but it would feel weird to channel surf while Pops is lying there, so I tell her I’m okay and take out my Exit-lence notebook to plan. But it’s like all the machines in here are blocking my brainwaves and I can’t think of anything to add.


The doctor comes in a little bit later to talk to us. He looks like every other doctor I’ve ever seen, except he’s wearing cowboy boots with his scrubs. He shakes Mom’s free hand and then mine, and tells us stuff we already know from the calls—Pops fell; he’s got a tiny brain bleed; he’s not himself. Then he tells us that he believes with the right help, Pops will be okay. After a couple of days at the hospital, he’ll go to a different place to get physical therapy. Dr. Cowboy Boots says he’s feeling hopeful Pops will make a full recovery . . . eventually.


“Oh, thank you,” Mom practically yells. It’s like she wants to hug the doctor but she doesn’t want to let go of her dad and she makes up for it with an extra-loud voice. It wakes Pops up. We watch him as his eyes get big and confused and he searches the room until he focuses on his hand and follows the chain of arms to Mom and then me. He smiles again—this time bigger than a kid that got a pony for Christmas.


“It’s going to be okay,” Mom says to him. Then she looks at me. “It’s going to be okay.” And because she’s my mom, I believe her.


MOM SITS AT Pops’s kitchen table and calls the director of the touring company. She tells him we’ve had a family emergency and we aren’t going to make it to St. Louis. Before she hangs up, she says he may want to hire a local musician for the stop after St. Louis too.


We’re staying at Pops’s house even though he isn’t. Last night we unloaded the car and tried to settle in. We put all my boxes in the room with the twin bed and all of Mom’s in the office with the pullout couch. I told her she should take the bed and I could take the couch because I’m younger. She mommed me and said I needed more sleep because I’m still growing (and since I’m shorter than average, I couldn’t argue).


Most of this feels normal for us. As we tour, we rent houses or apartments that already have all the practical stuff: furniture, dishes, pots and pans. All we bring is our clothes and anything we think is worth packing up and hauling around—like Mom’s awards or my football cards—even if we don’t ever actually unbox it. We both know the routine, so I’m not surprised when Mom tells me it’s time to go up to the school to get me registered.


We go up to the school in the middle of the day. The lady at the front desk checks our papers and send us to the counselor, Mrs. Jackson. Her office is big. She sits behind a desk and we sit in the armchairs facing her. There’s no windows. There’s tons of lamps though. It feels like a well-lit dungeon.


After Mom hands her the folder of my school records, Mrs. Jackson has the standard reaction: surprise followed by intense interest and careful reading. Mom and I are quiet as she looks at every school transcript. She must be an extra thorough counselor, because she starts again from the beginning.


“Yes, it is a lot of schools,” Mom interrupts the second reading by answering the question we know is coming. “My job keeps us moving.”


The counselor looks up and closes the folder on her lap. “Your job?”


“A bassoonist with the St. Louis Touring Company. Like for actors? But I’m in the orchestra. I play in one location for a couple months or so and then move to the next location.”


Mrs. Jackson nods. “Sometimes we find children that have attended a succession of schools were . . .” She looks at the ceiling like the word she wants is written up there. I glance up to see if it is, but there are just shadows. “. . . were getting into trouble,” she says. “They withdraw from their previous school before the bad behavior goes on their permanent record.”


“That’s not Ross. We just move because of my job.”


The counselor nods and glances through my records again. Mom takes the opportunity to give me a side-eye warning and a tiny head shake. I think she’s worried I’ll correct her and confess my near-suspensions. I never would do that though—it’s much easier for me to get away with the Exit-lence when nobody’s expecting me to do it.


Mom sits up straighter and scoots to the edge of her chair. Her hands twitch like she wants to snatch the folder away.


“He used to have a tutor,” Mom blurts, going off-script. “Until he was in third grade he had a tutor—it was like homeschool sort of. Just not at a home.”


Mrs. Jackson nods and flips to another paper.


“Two of us had kids, my friend and me—I had Ross and she had Trent. The tutor traveled with us and taught our boys. But my friend won a permanent position. She stopped touring—and a tutor didn’t make sense for just one kid. I mean he’s worth it, but it was really expensive. And I thought he should have some normal school experience, you know? Like with social stuff and all that.” Mom forces a laugh. “That’s an important part of school, right?”


The counselor doesn’t answer.


Mom rolls her shoulders back like she’s trying to relax; she smooths her shirt down and clears her throat.


My leg starts shaking; Mom’s nervousness is contagious. And confusing. She performs in front of thousands of people six times a week and this is the first time I’ve ever seen her like this.


“So Ross does public school.” She looks at me and smiles. I smile back. “But we still move. He’s been to a lot of schools. It’s because of my job. Not because he gets into trouble.” She nods at me like I’m supposed to say something. “Right, Ross?”


“Um. Yes. Her job.” The trouble only comes as we leave.


“Well,” Mrs. Jackson says as she turns in her chair and gets a paper out of her desk drawer. She swivels back around. “I hope you’ll be able to stay a while here. We feel like our school is a pretty great place to be.”


“You sound like my father!” Mom says, then adds, “Your words, not your voice. His is much deeper. And he can’t talk right now.”


Both my legs are wiggling now. And my right hand.


Mom blinks hard like she’s trying to reset. “Yes. You’re right. We’re glad to be here.”


Which happens to be the exact opposite of what I’m currently thinking. Even after Mom fills out all the paperwork, I get my schedule (see Table 2), and we take a tour of the school. Even before I get Trent’s reply, I have a bad feeling about this.




    Table 2. Student Schedule: Ross Stevens
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* Please Wear tennis shoes on days you have P.E





From: nomadman@nma.com


To: herecomeztreble@nma.com


Subject: Change of Plans


No St. Louis after all.


My grandfather fell and hit his noggin. We got a call and came straight there. Was kinda freaky for a while because for, like, two hours we didn’t know if he’d be okay. (He will be, but it’ll take a while.) Everything was already loaded in our car for the move, so we just drove to Fort Worth instead. Isn’t that a little closer to San Antonio?


It’s my first time visiting anybody in a hospital. It stinks—the actual smell of it, I mean.


By the time we got here, he was awake. He still hasn’t talked yet though. He’s got a bruise across both eyes and down one side of his cheek. Don’t think it looks as bad as the one I got when I fell out of that harness they used in Peter Pan when we didn’t get the strap on right.
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