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For Mom, who gave me the tools to succeed, 
the stubbornness to never give up,
 and for inspiring me every day.

Now where’s my lemon meringue pie?



INTRO

The first thing you need to know about Oliver Travers is that at the end of this story he’s going to die. There’s no twist of fate that saves him, no deus ex machina, no deal with the devil that changes what’s inevitably going to occur. He’s going to croak, and that’s just how it is.

But this story isn’t about Oliver Travers’s death, it’s about his life, and the best person to tell that story is Oliver.



23:59 AND COUNTING

Oliver! Oliver, I need you downstairs right now!”

Listen, the last thing I want while I’m doing my part for population control is to hear my mom’s voice. It’s like a song I can’t get out of my head. But here I am, MMMBoppin’ it under my warm covers before anyone else is supposed to be awake, and she has to go and call my name. I stop and wait, hoping she’ll think I’m still asleep. But I may as well put the wookiee down ’cause I know the next time I close my eyes, she’ll be there floating around the backs of my eyelids, with her blond hair flyin’ and her pink terry cloth bathrobe open just a little more than it should be, telling me to get my lazy butt out of bed or I’ll be late for school. And dudes, that just ain’t cool.

My mom has a wicked sixth sense for everything except that. The woman’s a human lie detector and can sense a bad report card from across town, but she still doesn’t get what a fifteen-year-old could possibly be doing in the shower for thirty minutes.

Annoyed, I abandon my awesomely warm comforter and shuffle to the bathroom for my morning ritual, which involves taking a leak, brushing my teeth, and attacking my guyfro with a brush. Seriously, I can go from dead asleep to ready in like six point five seconds. I’m sure it’s a record.

Once ready, I descend the stairs into the deranged, half-baked circus that is the Travers family.

Mom’s the ringleader and lion tamer and even the clown, though I don’t think that part’s intentional. None of us are really morning people so Mom makes sure we all get where we need to be and that no one dies in the process. She only occasionally has to use the whip.

Dad’s like the blind guy who throws the knives at the hot chick on the spinning rack. He wanders around in this funky stupor, running into walls and knocking over chairs, until it’s time to throw the knives—then he’s a genius. The same goes for his cooking, so long as he has his coffee. God help you if he tries to cook precoffee. Or throw knives.

Obviously, my twin sisters, Edith and Angela, are the freaks.

And Nana? I don’t know where she fits in. Do circuses usually have a deceptively sweet puppet master who can wrap you around her pinkie finger with a look and a chocolate chip cookie?

Oh, I forgot about me. Well, when I’m not running crazy late for first period, I’m trying to finish some last-minute project that I’ve probably had three months to do but have waited until the absolute last possible second to finish. I guess I sort of do my best work under pressure. Like the tightrope walker or that freak that gets shot out of a cannon . . . I wonder if Mom will let me have a cannon.

So you can see it, right? My house is barely controlled chaos in the morning. Okay, it’s barely controlled chaos all the time, but especially in the morning. Which is why I’m so confused as I walk down the stairs.

I expect to be mowed down by a barrage of motherly advice about staying up too late playing Halo with Shane. Instead, my entire family is gathered around the kitchen table. Mom, Dad, and Nana are standing like curved fishing poles heavy with a catch, while my evil twin sisters are stunned statues on tippy-toes.

And they’re all staring at something.

“Oliver Aaron Travers!” yells my mom without turning around.

Mom rarely uses my whole name, mostly ’cause she hates reminding herself that my initials spell “oat.” But even if she hadn’t yelled my whole name loud enough to make my ears bleed, I can tell by the tone in her voice that something’s up.

“Right here, Ma,” I say. “You know, yelling in the morning’s bad for your blood pressure.”

Have you ever had one of those dreams where you’re wandering around doing your thing? Maybe you’re in the library or school, but you’re good, the world’s good, everything’s good, until you walk into a room and every single person turns to stare at you? And not like one person turns and then the others turn, but every single person turns in unison, like it’s some sort of synchronized swimming event? And that’s the exact moment you realize you’re completely buck-ass naked? Well, I’m not naked, but, you know, I might as well be.

“What?” I say way harsher than I mean to, and immediately feel bad.

There’s a millisecond of shocked silence and then, as if on cue, Edith and Angela start bawling. Now I’m certain that something is up. My sisters are the undisputed champions of the universe when it comes to fake crying. It’s one of their villainous superpowers because when they turn on their fat, squishy tears and shaky lower lips, there’s hardly a person with a soul who can say no to them. But I know them well enough to tell the difference, and these tears are genuine.

I’ve spent a lot of time asking God how he managed to pack so much pure evil into such adorable little packages. They’ve got my mom’s blond hair and dimples and no one’s ever actually caught them doing anything wrong. But it can’t be a coincidence that every baby-sitter they’ve ever had has joined a nunnery or moved to Canada.

“What’s wrong? What’s going on?” I ask.

Mom’s shielding whatever’s on the table with her body and I see Dad give her the Look. I get the Look a lot. Usually it’s after I’ve done something stupid like forget to tell Mom that I volunteered her to bake a few dozen cookies for the homecoming bake sale. The Look is Dad’s not so subtle way of saying that I better own up to whatever I’ve done, ’cause it’ll hurt worse the longer I put it off. I’ve never seen the Look directed at Mom though, and she shakes her head in this tense little way that makes her appear as though she’s having a seizure.

After an uncomfortable stare-down between Mom and Dad, 
Mom finally turns to me, and she’s crying too. Or she was, anyway. Her nose is clown red and tear tracks run down her face. Mom tries to hide it from me, but she’s not nearly as good at hiding her emotions as she thinks she is. Either way, I know it’s bad. But it’s not until she moves out of the way that I realize there isn’t a word for how awful it really is.

It’s a Deathday Letter.

Crap.

It’s unmistakable. That long white envelope with its goofy rainbow in the corner, as if that can take the sting out of maybe the worst news ever. But come on, if you wrap up a steaming pile of crap in a pink bow, it’s still a steaming pile of crap.

I’m shocked, and everyone seems to be waiting to move until they see how I’m going to react. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I run to Nana and throw my arms around her.

“I’m so sorry, Nana,” I say as I try to bury my head in her shoulder like I did when I was a kid. Only it doesn’t work so well, ’cause I’ve grown and she’s shrunk. “I don’t want you to die.”

Nana’s my favorite person in the whole world. Honestly. She’s seventy-eight years of awesome in this tiny, wrinkly body. You’d never know she’s as old as Methuselah by the way she runs around. Not only does she still teach tennis to all the neighborhood kids, she’s the only person in my family I can talk to about girls without wanting to gnaw my arm off in abject embarrassment. Dad got her to move in after my Grandpa Lou died by telling her he needed help with the twins (which wasn’t far from the truth). I don’t know how I’ll make it without her. All I know, as I hug her tighter than I’ve hugged her in ages, is that I don’t want her to die.

Nana grabs me by my shoulders and pushes me out to arm’s length. “What makes you think the letter belongs to me?”

I stop myself from saying, “Because you’re older than paper,” and look at my parents. “Mom? Dad? Which one of you is it? I can’t lose either of you.” My whole world is slowly crumbling around me. If it’s not Nana, then it’s got to be one of them. It can’t be one of the twins, ’cause my family wouldn’t have waited for me to come downstairs to have their freak-out. But it can’t be Mom or Dad either. Without Mom I’d never get to school on time or know if my underwear is clean. Without Dad I’d never know . . . well I’d probably never have anyone to watch crappy movies with again. Losing either of them is too much to handle.

Nana sobs and snorts behind me and isn’t holding it together any better than the twins, who are still bawling—they’re a testament to the superior lung capacity of nine-year-old girls. Nana’s crying so hard I assume the Deathday Letter has got to be Dad’s. Don’t get me wrong, Nana loves Mom, but she told me once that she sometimes wishes Dad had married his high school sweetheart, Lily Purdy. Lily was a redhead and Nana always wanted redheaded grandkids.

“Ollie,” says Dad. “I think you should look at it.” It’s kind of unsettling for my dad to be the one who’s calm and in control. Plus, he only ever calls me Ollie when we’re having one of our man-to-man talks, like the time he tried to talk to me about girls. He said, “Ollie, girls are like trees you have to climb. No. Wait. Girls are like vending machines that you have to keep stocked. And when you want something, you have to give them money. Wait, that’s not right. Ollie, forget what I just said. Girls are like Tetris. You have to line everything up just right to get them to go down—” It got even worse after that. He used the word “plumbing.” Twice. So Dad’s steady, even tone is scarier than what’s on the table, and I’m at a total loss.

People get Deathday Letters all the time. Your mom, your dad, teachers, that guy you saw on the interstate with his finger buried in his nose to the second knuckle. Everyone gets one. And once it shows up—bam—the twenty-four-hour countdown to death begins. It’s not exactly twenty-four hours but it’s close enough. It’s the worst kind of letter you can possibly get, but I can’t imagine what the world would be like if people didn’t get them. Scary.

The letter on the table isn’t even the first one I’ve ever seen. My grandpa and I had been really close. He’d gotten me into building model rockets and we’d sit for hours putting them together. Grandpa Lou loved everyone, but I was his favorite. After he died, I sneaked into his room and stole his letter. I know it’s selfish to steal something that Dad probably wanted to keep but I’m pretty sure Grandpa Lou would have wanted me to have it.

But the letter on the table doesn’t have Grandpa Lou’s name on it or Nana’s or even Mom’s or Dad’s. Written neatly on the front of the envelope in a slanted, loopy script is:

[image: image]

I don’t really believe it because I immediately snatch it up and dig my finger under the sealed flap, wondering as I do whose crappy job it is to lick these things. It reads:

[image: image]

“Umm, okay.” Yes. That is my response to finding out I’m living-challenged. My parents obviously expect me to be a lot more broken up than I am, ’cause they rush me and start hugging me and messing my hair, which is already a natural disaster and doesn’t need their help.

“Ollie, I love you so much,” says Mom. “Girls, tell your brother you love him.”

“We love you, Ollie,” say my sisters. They’ve mostly stopped crying and are moving on. Trust me, the fact that I got tears out of them at all is kind of a minor miracle. Dude, seriously, one day my sisters are gonna grow up to be crazy successful lawyers or hit women. I’m keeping my fingers crossed for assassins, ’cause how cool would that be?

Nana pushes Mom and my sisters out of the way, which is the sort of thing only she can get away with. “I’m sorry, Oliver, I wish it had been my letter.”

“No you don’t, Nana,” I tell her, and flash her one of my crooked, toothy smiles she claims she loves so much. When people talk about a smile only a (grand)mother could love, they’re absolutely talking about mine.

“Honesty isn’t always a pretty quality, Oliver.” Nana smiles back at me. Her face is kind of puffy, and her wrinkly skin hangs like limp turkey flesh. But when she smiles, it’s like a thousand years evaporate right off her face. “You’re right though,” she whispers in my ear. “I still have a few good years of annoying your mother left in these old bones.”

How could anyone not love someone like her?

“Well, I’m hungry,” I say as I disentangle myself from Nana. In the kerfuffle, Mom’s forgotten to do anything about breakfast, and I’m starving. I’m always starving, actually.

Listen, there are four things in life you can always count on. One and two you already know: taxes and Deathday Letters. But the others you might not know.

The third immutable law of life is that guys really do spend 99.999 percent of their (waking and sleeping) lives thinking about sex. Sitting in a church? Thinking about sex. Being forced to sit through a World War II documentary? Thinking about sex. Mowing the lawn? Thinking about sex.

The last fact of life is that guys are always hungry. Even when we say we’re not, we can totally eat. I think it’s like a hunting instinct left over from a billion years ago when dudes wore bearskins and drew on cave walls. See, a guy who isn’t hungry has no real incentive to go out and hunt food for the clan, ’cause we’re lazy, too. Add that to the list: taxes, Deathday Letters, guys have sex on the brain, are always hungry, and are lazy. I mean, imagine a Neanderthal dude in the dinosaur times, not hungry, sitting around the cave, watching the wall, saying, “I’m not really hungry. I’ll go hunting tomorrow.” Especially if there’s a football game on the wall.

So I’m definitely hungry and there’s nothing to eat.

“What do you want?” asks Dad. “I’ll make anything.” Then he starts running around the kitchen throwing pots and pans everywhere, which really pisses Mom off. And, since he hasn’t had his coffee, he’s a one-man wrecking machine wrecking all Mom’s stuff.

“Whatever it is, you gotta make it fast,” I say. “I have to get to school.”

“Don’t be silly,” says Mom. “You’re not going to school.”

“Not fair!” cries Edith.

“If he doesn’t have to go, then neither do we,” finishes Angela.

Nana strokes their heads and says, “If anyone’s going to school, it’s you two.”

“I’m going to school,” I tell them. “I mean, I’m not gonna sit around here all day. Nana’s got lessons, Dad’s got the restaurant, and you have mom stuff to do.”

Dad looks up from the bottom cabinets. “But aren’t there things you want to do? The whole day is yours.”

The naked feeling creeps over me again. It’s like they’re waiting for me to spill all my deep dark dreams out onto the floor for them to rifle through.

Dear Diary,

When I grow up, I want to be a ballerina.

“Seriously, guys, you’re creeping me out. My life’s been good. Really. I think I’ve pretty much done all the stuff I wanted. I mean, I’m never gonna pitch for the Yankees but even in my dreams that was never gonna happen. I think I just want to go to school and do normal stuff.” They’re all still staring at me so I say, “This isn’t a big deal, you know.”

Of course it’s a big deal! Just not the kind I want to go through under the glassy, teary, snotty stares of my family.

“If he’s going to school,” begins Angela.

“Can we stay home in his place?” Edith finishes. Then they both smile. You’d think the first skill they’d teach minions of evil at the Evil Academy for Evil Girls would be how to smile without looking like the demon-possessed girl from The Exorcist (watched it, thought about sex).

“No,” say Mom, Dad, and Nana at the exact same moment. It’s funny because I know my mom and Nana are both immune to their powers, but I’ve seen my dad melt way too many times under the fiery heat of their pouty lips and droopy eyes.

Edgy silence follows while Dad makes scrambled eggs. The problem with that sentence is that my dad is utterly incapable of making plain old scrambled eggs, so he carpet bombs them with every vegetable in the fridge and every spice in the cabinet. I know that in some dark corner of his noncaffeinated brain, celery seems like a fantastic idea, but the execution makes me wanna be executed. Or, you know, not.

On top of having to eat the universe’s most disgusting scrambled eggs, I can sense my family having this silent dialogue that goes a little something like this:

That’s the last bite of egg Ollie’s ever going to eat.

That’s the last time Ollie’s ever going to slurp his orange juice.

That’s the last time he’s ever going to get yelled at for belching at the table.

That’s the last time Ollie’s not going to use his napkin.

Except for my sisters, who are still plotting how to use my Deathday Letter to either get themselves out of school or get ponies. I put my odds on the ponies. Plus they’ll make the coolest pony-mounted assassins in the fourth grade, taking out math teachers for Pez.

Finally, I’ve had enough. “Guys!” I yell. “Stop acting like I’m gonna die.”

Mom stops dancing nervously around the kitchen, making lists of things she wants to buy for dinner. Nana stops flipping through her photo albums, looking at pictures of me like I’m already gone. And Dad stops stirring the toxic sludge formerly known as hash browns.

“Ollie,” says Nana. “You are going to die.”

I know that everyone’s thinking it, and I love Nana for having the balls to say it. Of course, that doesn’t mean I’m ready to go coffin shopping.

“Maybe, but you don’t have to act like it.” I push away the plate and hunt for my backpack. The twins love hiding it, but there are only so many places they can hide a backpack heavy enough to give me scoliosis.

“Oliver—,” begins Dad.

“Everyone gets a Deathday Letter!” I yell again. I don’t mean to yell, but sometimes yelling just happens. I count to ten and try again . . . without the yelling. “At some point, everyone gets a letter. My life’s been pretty solid and I don’t want to spend my last day locked in this house while you all stare at me, waiting for me to drop dead. I want to go to school, hang with my friends, come home, and try to ignore you all until I go to bed. The only difference between this day and any other day is that I won’t have to worry about making up an excuse for why I didn’t do my homework. Okay?”

Wow. That sucked, but it had to be said. And I know they get the point because Mom starts yelling at the twins, who haven’t brushed their hair yet—likely hoping that she’ll cave and let them stay home. Nana’s already reading the paper like normal, which means she’s brutalizing it. It’s a crinkly black and white bloodbath. Oh, and Dad goes back to terrorizing more eggs. I don’t know whether to feel worse for the newspaper or the eggs.

“You’re going to be late,” says Mom. She looks at me out of the corner of her eye and I know it’s eating her up not being able to cry and hover and mother the crap out of me, but I’m not about to stay home and watch Oprah all day.

I get ready to leave, and maybe my sisters have just a sliver of humanity between them, because I find my backpack sitting in front of the door.

I know everyone’s pretending and it makes me feel like a real dick. I also know that the second I leave, the crying and moping will resume. And since I’m not a total douche, I give each of them a hug before I leave. Even my sisters.

“Here,” says Dad, and he hands me a wad of cash. “For lunch.”

I look down at the money. School lunch, which Dad abhors, is only about five bucks, but he’s given me enough for, like, sixty lunches. “What’s this for?”

Dad shrugs and winks at me. “You never know where the day might take you.”

“Actually, I do,” I say. “First period is History, then Alge—”

“I swear, if you didn’t have my good looks, I’d think you were the garbageman’s son.” Dad chuckles and closes my hand around the money. “You’ll figure it out. Now go or you’ll be late.”

The whole thing is kind of surreal, but Dad’s right about being late. And you know, there is a giant neon sign above my head flashing, FOR A LIMITED TIME ONLY.



23:23

Getting out of my house is probably for the best, even if the only alternative is school. I hate Moriville High but it’s where the girls are. And girls equal sex, which, even though I’ve never technically done it, is sort of my whole reason for being. I can pass an entire period of Mr. Barnes’s history class just staring at Miranda Hilley’s rack. It makes me want to plant a flag in it and claim it in the name of Ollie. Of course, when I say “flag,” I mean “my face.”

Girls are lucky ’cause they get points for showing off their assets. I, on the other hand, have to wear the baggiest jeans I own in case my bald avenger decides to turn into a rock python at the exact moment Mrs. Keane decides I need to solve for x in front of the whole class. It’s a lot of pressure for a guy. All I have to do is rub a wall the wrong way and I’m perpendicular. Ever wonder why so many dudes sit in the back of class and act like they don’t know what’s going on? Because a teenage guy with a penis is like a twitchy marine with a live grenade. Got it?

If you’re keeping score: I like girls. School is a giant place filled with girls. It’s horny math even I can do.

As I walk to my best friend Shane’s house, I realize that bringing my backpack was just plain stupid. I don’t crack open my books on the days I am gonna be alive to take the test. But I don’t want to deal with my parents again so I’m stuck with it.

It’s cool, I guess, that Shane’s a couple months older than me and gets to drive. One awesome perk is that I don’t have to ride the bus to school. The bus driver, Dozie, is insane. And I can’t prove it, but I’m pretty sure he’s legally blind. It’d be nice if Shane would get off his butt and pick me up, but he claims that the extra block is too far out of his way. Which is crap, but he who has the car has the power.

Another perk should be that it helps us out with the girls. It’s a simple fact: Girls like boys with cars. Except when the car in question is a rust red ’85 Honda Accord named Miss Piggy. Let’s just say that the girls aren’t exactly shoving one another out of the way for rides. In fact, Marissa Sheldon once told me she’d rather ride home on her ten-year-old brother’s handlebars than be seen in Miss Piggy. It puts our cool quotient slightly below the school janitor, Lewis, who buys beer for some of the jocks, and slightly above the girl in the library who eats her own fingernails.

“Are you ever on time?”

I look up and see Shane Grimsley leaning against his car. Waiting.

Shane and I have been best friends since before birth. Literally. My mom and Shane’s mom met at their lady doctor. By lady doctor, I don’t mean a doctor who’s a lady, though she was. I mean a doctor who says things like, “Put your feet in the stirrups,” and boldly goes where no dude should ever go on his own mom. Anyway, we were born just a couple months apart.

“So I think I’ve figured something out, Shane. I think we were switched when we were babies.” I stop in front of him and drop my backpack on the sidewalk. It clunks.

“It hurts me when you think, Ollie.”

“Just hear me out. I think that one day we were playing together, our moms were having some tasty cocktails, talking about laundry detergent and particle physics, and someone took the wrong baby home. I’m really Shane Grimsley and you’re really Oliver Travers.”

Shane looks at me like I’ve shoved a handful of poo in his face and he’s taken a huge whiff. And seen some corn. There’s always corn.

“Sure,” Shane says after a second. “Except, you do remember I’m black, right? My mom’s black, my dad’s black, my granny and gramps are black.” Shane points at himself and his invisible family. “We’re all black.”

I shrug. “So what?”

“You’re not black. You’re the polar opposite of black. You’re so white I should probably wear shades.”

“Minor details.”

I wait for Shane to ask me where I was going with the switched-at-birth thing but instead he pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and flips it open. “So, we’re going to be late.”

I look at my own phone. “We have time.” Yeah, time for me to get all blubbery and tell you about my letter. Except I don’t do it. Because I’m chicken. Extra-crispy.

“I’m hungry and in need of unhealthy breakfast sandwiches.” Shane walks around to his side of the car. The door screeees as it opens and I feel it in my teeth. “You haven’t eaten, have you?”

I give him my crazy look. It’s more scary than crazy, with a healthy dose of squinty. “Um, I have, but what’s that got to do with the price of sloppy joes on Wednesdays?”

Shane slides into his seat. The upholstery is the color of wet cardboard. “Then what’re you waiting on, Travers?” calls Shane. “You know the Grimsleys don’t know how to cook anything they don’t know the chemical composition of. This belly needs food.”

I get in the car and decide to wait to tell Shane. I’m afraid that once I tell him, this will all end and he’ll start acting like my parents. Is it so wrong to not want to spend my last day under a microscope?

I put on my seat belt because Shane’s car is pretty much held together with happy thoughts and centrifugal force. He figures the faster he goes, the better chance Miss Piggy has of not flying apart. And while I know I’m going to die, I certainly don’t want it to be this morning in Shane’s crappy car.

I barely hear Shane babbling about Tim Palachik’s latest escapade because I’m leaning out the window staring at stuff I’ve seen like a million times before. But as we pass each gas station and every crossing guard, I know that it’s probably going to be the last time I see them. I’m gonna miss the Country Corner Store’s sign advertising FOOT-LONG SPICY WIENERS. Cracks me up every time.

“Did you hear what I said?” asks Shane as we pull into the drive-thru.

“No?”

“I said that Tim said that he made out with Kaylee Sanders. It’s all over his CrowFlow page.”

Moriville High’s mascot is the Great and Mighty Crow. Pretty lame. Even lamer is that we have our own social networking site called CrowFlow. It’s like Facebook but without peedos.

While Shane is ordering my bacon, egg, and cheese biscuit, I pull out my phone and check for myself. “Dude,” I say as we pull away in a haze of exhaust and painful squeals, “this says Tim screwed Kaylee.” I make a vulgar hand gesture involving the okay sign and my index finger poking through it to emphasize my point, which probably doesn’t need any emphasis.

“Right. Made out.” Shane tosses me my sandwich while simultaneously stuffing half of his in his mouth.

“No.” I put my phone away. “That’s not what ‘screwing’ implies. Did you not see my visual aid?” I unwrap my steamy breakfast sandwich and hold it on my lap while it cools. “‘Screwing’ implies panty spelunking. It implies power ballads in the background and grunting in the foreground. It implies playing the front nine. Or the back nine, if you’re lucky.”

Shane rolls his eyes at me. It’s kind of funny because he wears these thick glasses that make him look all bug-eyed. And when he rolls his eyes, I always expect them to keep rolling and fall right out of his head.

“Remember the time Tim said he made out with Jen Green and it turned out all he’d really done was accidentally brush up against her boob in the hall?”

“Right,” I say with a little relief. “The Rule.” No matter what you actually do or don’t do with a girl, when you tell the story, you have to embellish some, er, a lot. If you kiss a girl, you 
say you felt her up. If you make out with a girl, you say you did her. And if you ever actually manage to go all the way, well you just have to tell the boys that you ruined her for all mankind. What can I say? Half a dude’s brain is in his shorts.

I gulp down my second breakfast and hold on for dear life. Shane doesn’t have a stereo in his car. His parents believe that if he’s busy listening to the radio, he won’t be paying attention to the actual driving. Unfortunately it just forces him to entertain himself in other, more distracting ways.

“So where’d Tim hook up with Kaylee, anyway?” I ask once I’m done chewing. “It’s not like they hang out with the same group.”

“Party,” says Shane.

“How come we never get invited to parties? Just once before I die I’d like to be invited to a party.”

Shane snorts. “Not much chance of that.”

“You have no idea,” I mumble.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just concentrate on the road.”

While Shane drives badly and babbles about all the parties we’re likely to never be invited to, I stick my head back out the window and breathe in the air. It’s a little nipply, but it’s not like I’m worried about catching pneumonia. Fall’s my favorite part of the year, and not ’cause it’s close to my birthday. We don’t get much in the way of fall down in Florida. Still, it’s the one time of year when people actually celebrate stuff getting old instead of trying to cut it out, cover it up, or stretch it tighter than a snare drum. Age is yellow and red and orange and brown, and I think that makes it kind of awesome.

Before I know it, we’re pulling into the underclassmen parking lot and Shane is swearing because we have to park so far in the back.

“Get your bag, Travers,” says Shane as I slam the door.

I turn around to get my books but hesitate. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

“Completely giving up the pretense of being awake?”

“Something like that.” I shrug and start walking. Shane follows.

So school sucks hard, but Mom always made me go so I could get into a “decent college.” I guess that doesn’t matter anymore. Still, I want to know whose awesomely idiotic idea it was to cram a whole bunch of teenagers into one giant, hermetically sealed bubble and expect us not to kill and devour each other. There’s a reason caterpillars go into cocoons to turn into butterflies. Because teenagers are monsters.

My letter is still tucked safely in my front pocket as I walk the halls. Every time Shane looks in my direction I grin and hope that this is all a big mistake. Like maybe I’ll find out the letter is meant for another Oliver Aaron Travers.

I wait while Shane gets some stuff out of his locker. He needs his books even less than I do. I don’t need mine on account of I’m getting ready to curdle, but Shane can go sans books on account of the kid’s a freaking genius. The worst part is that our teachers know it. It’s gotta be tough knowing one of your students can teach your class better than you.

Shane’s still babbling about some commercial he saw on TV that made him blow soda out of his nose when I see Veronica Dittrich. Ronnie. It’s like Hiroshima all over again. In my pants. But she’s not just any girl. She’s the girl.

I should go to first period. I should turn around and run to Mr. Barnes’s boring history class. But I don’t. Because my eyes are stuck on Ronnie. She walks through the halls like she’s the only person in the entire school. At least, that’s how I see her. There’s music playing—the kind they play in saptastic 
romcoms—and it’s like she’s got her own personal wind machine and lighting crew following her around, making her look perfect all the time.
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