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For my parents, with their dazzling superpowers of unconditional love


And for Chris, whose superhuman strength carries me through the darkest clouds into the brightest sun




“He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster.”


—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE


“Every line tells its own story, even the very tentative ones.”


—GILLIAN REDWOOD


“These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.”


—OBI-WAN KENOBI
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I SHOULD HAVE BEEN BORN with an owner’s manual.


You know the WARNING page at the beginning that mentions all the dangers? This morning I’ve got a new one to add to the growing list that would come with mine: Don’t let nerd boy cut his own hair. I could add: at 3 freakin’ a.m. on a school night, but really, any time would have been a bad idea.


They say that everything always looks better in the morning. Well, they lie. As I blink through this 7:something a.m. sunlight blaring through my bathroom window, all I see in the mirror is irreparable damage and, over on my drawing table, the art inspiration for my hair massacre.


When it’s late at night and the world finally leaves me alone, I shut my bedroom door, settle down, and draw. People talk about how when they smoke pot or take some other crap or whatever, they go somewhere else in their head. Well, the feel of a 3B pencil skimming across the paper’s surface, trying to control that tiny resistance to the graphite leaving its mark, lifts me up . . . to a world I create. That’s my zone.


I completely escape.


So there I was last night with my best pencils and inking pens all lined up, an epic video game soundtrack in my headphones, plenty of Dr Pepper at the ready, and my calico cat, Harley Quinn, asleep under my drawing table lamp. She was kinda curled up right smack in the way, but that’s okay. We understand each other.


I started sketching and, after a couple hours, was speeding along on drawing a new comic panel of my secret superhero creation: Graphite.


I set up a website for him a couple years ago, which has a nice little following out there. But it’s anonymous. Just two people on earth know the site’s mine, and my only two friends would never tell a soul.


Crafting the details of my world takes time, so I don’t update the site very often. But when I do finish a comic sequence it’s cause for whoopin’ it up or, it seems, grabbing the nearest scissors.


I was so loving how I’d drawn Graphite’s hair to flip up in such a perfect way that, in my caffeinated, sugared-up, sleep-deprived stupor, I lost it. Possessed by this delusional superhero side of me, I just knew I could re-create that hair on myself . . . with craft scissors. Actually, with slightly-rusted-and-gummed-up-with-bits-of-tape craft scissors (even though my good pair was just a drawer away).


Starting with my bangs, I was soon snipping along, moving around the sides. I may be a good artist, but hair is a tricky material, especially when one is being an idiot. It went scary wrong. So in my continued brilliance I set out to “fix” what I’d already done by tiptoeing around and searching for Dad’s electric hair buzzer. I found it. My repair job didn’t quite work out how I’d hoped.


So basically, in the middle of the night I became a toddler.


And here I am now, applying globs of hair goop from every container I have and that I could sneak out of Mom’s bathroom after she left for work. But all this stuff only darkens my copper-brown hair more, making the missing chunks scream out.


I need hair cement, but I got nothin’! What’s thick and sticky . . . maybe toothpaste? Stupid, I know, but I’m desperate. Hey, yeah, it kinda works. Oh, god, no it doesn’t. It just adds glittery blue sparkles.


CRAP!


From my bed, C-3PO’s muffled voice moans, “We’re doomed!” Digging through the sheets, I find my phone.


Text from Audrey: Hey boy, just seeing ur text from . . . 3AM!?! U = certifiable. WTF!?!?! Howz the new do?


I roll my shoulders, which pop, then type: I’m very talented. Wait till u see in person.


Audrey: Lordy. I’m scared. [image: Images] Those selfies u sent would wake the dead - which you look like.


Me: YOU’RE scared?!


Audrey: What were u thinking, Adrian? You’re 16, not 6. Shoulda consulted with me first. You need a fashion chaperone.


Me: If u say so


Audrey: Chill. Maybe not so bad in person? & after all, you’re the superhero, Graphite Boy.


Yeah, right.


I type: See you before first period?


Audrey: If i can apply my face in time!


Me: ok


Well, what did I expect from her? She’s never even had one strand of hair out of place, much less sculpted a topographical map on her own head.


How’d it get to be almost time to go? I’ve gotta hurry.


Dammit, I’m better than this! I’m so careful about blending into the background—how’d I slip up like this?


I dump my whole shirt drawer on the bed and apply what I know about color psychology. Blue is true, white is pure, red is angry or sexy. Purple is regal and commanding. Maybe I still have that purple T-shirt? Here it is. . . . Oh, yeah. With Super Grover crashing into a streetlamp printed on it. Not so commanding. I toss it to the floor.


The mound-o-shirts moves and a pair of jade eyes peers at me from between the folds.


“Comfy?” I say. Harley Quinn blinks at me.


That’s it: camouflage. I don’t mean the army kind, too aggressive. I need the animal kind that blends into its surroundings to avoid predators. The school lockers are taxi yellow, the hallway tile is navy blue, the cafeteria is eggshell white, so, what . . . plaid? This is insane.


I go for my usual smoky gray, psychologically meaning death, depression, and nothingness.


To a gray T-shirt, I add faded jeans, cheap old sneakers, and a gray hoodie . . . my almost-perfect cloak of high school invisibility. Like any good freak superhero wannabe, I’m an expert at fading into the background. However, I’m neither super nor hero. Just freak.


My drawing table is piled up like a crime scene, so I shove everything into my mess-of-a-desk. Oh, god, not this? In the bottom drawer I uncover the piece I entered in that Freshman Art Show two years ago. It was my best work way back then. I called it Renaissance Hero. I worked so freakin’ hard on it, but it didn’t win anything. Instead, some a-hole vandalized it, scrawling across it what other kids always thought of my art. I never showed anything at school again.


In fact, that was the last time I signed my name on my art.


And now I’m about to waltz into school with my latest masterpiece . . . attached to the top of my head.


I put my old, defaced drawing back, cover it up with stuff, and shut the desk drawer. Then I tuck away last night’s Graphite drawing between pages sixty-six and sixty-seven of Michelangelo at the Louvre. My parents wouldn’t think to look at my art books. Not that they’d even bother to come in here, but you never know.


Why did I hang this Power to the Geek poster so high on the back of my bedroom door? Whenever I leave, Geek stares me right in the face. Like I need reminding.


I replace Mom’s hair goop, and then up goes my hood and I hustle down the hall, past the gallery of old framed photos of little-kid me. My stomach still gets queasy seeing the one of me squealing with Mom and Dad, taken as we plummeted down the big drop of that massive Six Flags roller coaster. Back then—when Dad used to be Dad and, well, we did things—we actually took family pictures.


I stop and try to straighten the photo frame, but it just wants to hang crooked.


So I dash to the front door, grab the knob, and yell, “Bye, Dad.”


“Yup.” Dad twists in his recliner to glance at me from the living room, giving me his half-assed wave. I step outside and shut the door.


Here we go.


It may be October, but in Rock Hollow, this hometown slice-o-heaven, it’s still hot, and this hoodie over my head doesn’t help. Even though it’s a quick walk to school, I slip my backpack off my shoulders and carry it to avoid a lovely bag-shaped sweat stain.


In picturesque places I’ve never been to, a few leaves on the ground at the beginning of fall probably mean a gorgeous, colorful autumn is on the way. But here, the horrific Texas summer drought has pretty much killed everything, so the dead leaves are just dead leaves, all starting to texture the front yards of sickly pea-green grass.


One last corner to turn and . . . this is it. Glorious Rock Hollow High.
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I SQUINT AT THE STEEL-GRAY sky. Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi, you’re my only hope. Oh, yes, I pray to Obi-Wan. If people knew, they might laugh, but he may actually listen to me. Unlike certain other divine beings . . . you know who you are.


Passing a parked car in the school driveway, I catch a glimpse of myself in the window. It’s a faint reflection, but enough to see a sleep-deprived nerd in a drooped hoodie staring back.


I take a deep breath and walk toward the main doors at my practiced don’t-notice-me pace as others zoom past. A couple guys greet each other with a “Whatup?” and a hefty arm punch.


I. Do. Not. Understand. This. Species. Why would you hit someone to say hi?


I check that my hood is up and join the flow as I climb the steps, scanning for a friendly face, not seeing any. Only two of those exist, really, but Audrey’s in front of a mirror somewhere, and Trent, my other friend, is the master of tardy.


Once through the doors, I navigate the noisy crowd toward my locker and notice all the guys with “professionally” cut hair. No one else looks like some deranged five-year-old randomly attacked him in the night with a Weedwacker. Even though you get in trouble if you wear hats or hoodies in school, I gotta keep this hood up as long as I can.


Ow! Someone bumps me in the elbow with their backpack.


“Huh?” A girl I don’t know turns around. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t see you.”


Good.


“No prob—,” I say, but she’s already moved on.


I keep going.


Like a giant sponge, Rock Hollow High absorbs kids from three suburbs, so every day I see faces I don’t know, and who don’t know me. Though I doubt even some kids I’ve gone to school with since birth would know my name.


Oh, boy, I sure know these two faces, though. Doug is cruising in this direction, his telltale keychain jangling from his belt loop. Even with shoe squeaks and locker slams bouncing off the walls, those keys have a distinct pitch. And Buddy, his suck-up lackey, trails right behind.


Not only is Doug Richter massive—he’s so solid it’s like he has no neck, with his head sitting right on his shoulders—he’s a super-talented football player. Evidently. I wouldn’t really know since I’ve never been forced to go to a game, praise Obi-Wan.


People veer out of his way, except for some giggling girls and the school security guard, who does a fist bump with Doug as he passes. It’s hard to tell where Doug’s looking with that raggedy red trucker cap he always wears pulled down so low over his eyes. Of course, he can wear whatever the hell he wants. At Rock Hollow, when you’re big on the football team you’re about as big as Jesus. And in these parts, nothing is bigger than that.


Doug’s little leech is on “the team” too, but Buddy is a sucky player. He hasn’t been kicked off only because he’s fearless and will go after anyone or anything to get the ball. And once he has it, he protects it as viciously as Gollum guards his precious. Or so I’ve heard.


Doug lumbers by me as Buddy, in his usual Rock Hollow Saber Cats jacket, yaps away. They don’t even glance in my direction.


Good. This hoodie seems to work—my own cloaking device.


I make it to my locker. Someone’s taped up orange flyers all over saying:


Don’t Forget: HALLOWEEN HOEDOWN, Oct 29th!!!


See a member of the Pep Club to volunteer.


COSTUMES ENCOURAGED, Y’ALL!


Good to know where I won’t be on October 29th. But if it were now instead of a few weeks away, I could just blend in with the zombies.


A couple of teachers head my way, so I ease down my hood. As far as I can tell, no one notices my hair.


Seven minutes to class. As soon as the teachers pass and turn the corner, I pull my hood up again. Taking my time, I put things away, grab what I need for French, and shut my locker door. As the five-minute bell rings, I survey the hall, but it’s clear I’m still invisible as usual.


I have just enough time to check my site.


You’re not supposed to use phones in the hall, blah blah blah, but I go to my Graphite website. I’m a little obsessive—I check my comments all the time—but hey. I’d much rather be in Graphite’s world.


Someone behind me laughs. Just some loud girls walking by.


I face the lockers and drop my backpack on the floor between my feet. Come on, “global network.” This crap phone’s so slow. I look over my shoulder, but no one’s even remotely looking my way.


I got some new posts. One’s from BigGreenBro, who always likes my stuff, asking, How do you draw muscles so good? I almost reply, You can learn a lot on porn sites, but instead type, You just have to study the body and how it moves.


BigGreenBro always has positive comments. I figure he must draw too. Or she? Well, a girl wouldn’t call herself Bro, but what do I know?


A comment from Anonymous says what’s up with the lame-ass costume? what are those ribbony things? welcome to the 21st century. Real sweet. Delete. And then one from phaserstud, who always thinks it necessary to say I should draw tits, which is so annoying since Graphite’s gay.


Bam!


I clutch my phone to my chest. Just someone slamming a locker.


Breathe, Adrian.


Now that I have muscles on my mind, I hunch over even more and scan my gallery page for my favorite drawing, which I still can’t believe I posted, even though my name is nowhere on my site. Graphite, kneeling in the Trevi Fountain, is shirtless and, well, wet. Very. That was fun to draw. And research. It may be time for another inspired work like—“Hey!”


Someone plows into my left side. My phone flies out of my hand and hits the wall with a crack! I spin around. “What—”


“Sorry! Not my fault!” It’s that senior drama kid, Kobe, his spiky bleached-out hair at full attention.


Behind him is Doug’s pet asswipe, Buddy, gangly and wiry and always switched on. He kicks at Kobe’s pointy purple boots. “Hey, homo, don’t go shovin’ people like that. Ain’t ladylike.” Buddy motions to push him into someone else, then smirks as Kobe flinches.


Backed against the lockers, Kobe glares. “Really? This is how you ask me on a date? Roses work better, ya know.”


“What’d you say, faggot?” Buddy spits out the words.


I step to the side. Rubbing my shoulder, I glance at the floor and spot my phone. Crap. Between it and me is Doug, arms crossed. He doesn’t look at me, though, and no one seems to notice my phone.


From under that dirty red cap, Doug eyes Buddy, then glances around. Even with everyone rushing to first period, a few people hang back and watch the scene. How come there’s no teacher in sight?


Kobe turns to go, but Buddy grabs his arm and swings him. Kobe trips and falls into Doug’s chest.


“What the—” Doug shoves him off. I jump out of the way as Kobe hits the floor hard.


He scrambles to get up and screams at Doug, “Get away, you damn cow pussy.”


Buddy gapes at Doug. “Holy shit! Did he just call you a damn cow pussy?”


Some guy nearby goes, “Whoa, dude said that to Doug?”


“Is that even a thing?” someone asks.


“Oh, man.” Buddy shakes his head and smiles at Kobe. “So much for you, little bitch.” He steps aside to give Doug room. More kids gather around.


Another guy next to me says, “This oughta be good.”


Good?


I try to blend in with the lockers. I check around but can’t just slink away or pick up my phone.


With all eyes on him, Doug scans up and down the hall, inhales, and steps toward Kobe. “You need to shut your fuckin’ mouth.”


Kobe’s eyes dart from Doug to Buddy. Then to me. I freeze. The fear in Kobe’s eyes stops my breath.


Buddy looks at me. “Ha!” He barks out a laugh and points at my head. “What the fuck happened to you?”


Crap! My hoodie fell back. “Nothing,” I try to say, but my throat won’t work.


Doug turns his focus to me.


With quick strokes, I smooth down my hair as best as I can. My face is on fire.


Using the moment, Kobe dashes down the hall through the crowd. Buddy spins and takes off after him.


As Doug turns to follow them, I eye my phone, a few feet away by the heating vent. He notices and, with his stupid keychain clanking against his hip, walks toward it.


“Hey,” I mumble, “that’s mine—” and I trip over my backpack and fall on my ass. A few gawkers laugh.


Doug reaches for my phone.


Out of nowhere, big black leather boots stomp over and kick my phone. It slides under the heating vent, into the wall. Gone.


Only one person wears boots like that. All six foot three inches of him, skinny, dressed head to toe in goth black, cascades of silver chains jangling from his belt, and looking bored. Trent. Man, am I glad to see him.


“What the hell’s your deal?” Doug draws out the words. But Trent just stares down at him, his face blank.


Doug grunts. “Freak.” Then he heads off in Buddy’s direction.


Trent helps me stand.


“I can get up,” I say.


He hands me my backpack. “El haircut-o no work-o, I take it?” he says.


Turning my back to the dispersing crowd, I say, “Trent, why the hell did you kick my phone into the vent?”


“Favor, dude.”


“Favor? Really?”


He rolls his eyes. “No time to reach it. At least piss brain doesn’t have it, does he?” He motions down the hall where Doug went.


“Well, neither do I.” I attempt to flatten my hair and peer under the vent but can’t see a thing except clumps of dust.


I jump as the final bell rings. “Damn! Look, meet me here after first period. I’ll bring a ruler and tape, or whatever. I need my phone.”


Trent salutes me. “Bueno, dude.” He clomps down the hall. As he turns the corner, he half-smiles. “By the way, your hair looks like crap. It’s awesome.”
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EVEN WITH ALL THE CAFETERIA clangs and babbles echoing off the cinder block walls, I speak in a low voice.


I hold up my poor, cracked used-to-be phone. “You see? This is why I’m not gay.”


Clutching his half-eaten burrito, Trent tilts his head, like dogs do. “Dude, you are gay.”


Ugh. “I’m gay, but I’m not gay!”


“Okay. That hurts my brain.”


I roll my eyes. “You know exactly what I mean. I’m outwardly gay on the inside, but inwardly gay on the outside. Now, if I were outwardly gay on the outside, well, I’d probably end up like this phone.”


“Ow!” Trent says. “Stop. My brain!”


“BOYS.” Audrey pushes her empty chili bowl to the side and says in her I’m-a-senior-and-you-guys-are-not tone, “Are we really going through this again? And, Adrian, pull that damn hood off your head. I swear.”


This thing’s hot, anyway. And we three are pretty much removed here in the corner at our usual table—our little Nerd Island. No surprise, we always get it to ourselves. Down goes my hoodie. It’s like lowering my shields.


“Good god!” Trent covers his eyes. “Put it back! Put it back!”


Audrey snorts. “Trent! Stop.” Eyeing my hair, she says, “Really, it’s not so baaa—” More cracking up.


I grit my teeth. “Guys! Not. Funny. All right?”


Trent sits up straight. “Got it. Jokes aside, your hair looks even better.” I think he means it. “And, oddly, smells minty fresh.”


Audrey purses her lips, then says, “Adrian, you white boys do some crazy-ass stuff with your hair. But what possessed you to do that?”


I smirk at her. “You guys are a real comfort.” Then I pop open my can of Dr Pepper and take a swig.


She adjusts her chunky baubled necklace (every day a different one—“to keep one’s eyes from looking at the rest of me,” she says). “Everybody’s gay now, Adrian. Look at all these sports figures and celebrities. Gay marriage all over the place? And all these gay teens going to dances together? Poll numbers show that—”


“Why, thank you, Professor.” Trent salutes her with a tortilla chip. “I’m sure your findings are elucidating on the matter. But, ya know, your point?”


She gives him the Audrey Eye. “ ‘Elucidating’? That your word of the day?”


“Indubitably.” He rolls up his gauzy black sleeve to reveal where he wrote elucidating on his forearm. Each day he has a new word to drop into conversation, a whole advanced vocabulary in various stages of smears covering his skin.


I lower my voice. “Audrey, maybe coming out is magically easy for people somewhere else. So they want us to think. But I happen to live in the real world. Besides, my life is no one’s business. And it’s not as if I’ll ever have someone to take to a dance, anyway.”


“I’m just saying—”


“You don’t understand what it’s like to be gay.”


She crosses her arms. “You think that’s hard? You don’t understand what it’s like to be a plus-size black girl.”


“Oh no no no.” Trent tosses tortilla chips at us. “Stop right there. Put down your weapons. How’d we get here? Weren’t we just talking about hair?”


Audrey sighs. “I only—”


Trent holds up his hands. “Hey, you don’t hear me going on about all the you-must-play-basketball, how’s-the-weather-up-there, sit-down-cuz-you’re-casting-a-shadow-across-North-America crap I get, just because I’m as freakishly tall as the Eiffel Tower?”


Audrey blinks. “Well, we just did.”


Trent turns to me. “Changing subjects. So . . . do you know what happened to that guy Kobe after this morning?”


I shake my head. Those scared eyes appear in my mind. “Hope he doesn’t look like this.” I pick up my was-phone. “Guess this counts as collateral damage.”


“If I were in Doug’s sights,” Audrey says, “it’s after school I’d be worried about. I doubt he’d go too far on school property.”


Trent grunts. “Harder to get away with crap when Daddy’s not around.”


Everyone knows Doug’s father was Mr. Hotshit Football Dude here back when he was in high school. Family legacy. But more than that, now he’s a top cop.


And with Doug and Buddy together it’s like two chemicals that, when mixed the wrong way, could explode.


Doug and I have gone to the same schools since first grade, even a lot of the same classes, and I suppose we’re used to each other after all these years. I’m used to avoiding him, and he’s used to not seeing me. I’m like the lockers to him, always there but who gives a crap. At least I guess—hard to really know since Doug barely says a word to anyone. Of course, he doesn’t have to. Who’s going to mess with him?


But now it seems he and Buddy are on a Homo Hunt and, after having a front-row seat this morning . . . I don’t know. Only Audrey and Trent know about me, and I aim to keep it that way.


All day I’ve been dashing from class to class, head down and hood up when possible, getting some crap during classes for the postmodern sculpture that is my hair. But no one ever takes me seriously anyway, if they notice me at all.


Doug, Buddy, and their Saber Cats football friends have the other lunch period so are in class now—or football practice, or jackass homeroom, or whatever the hell they do. Still, I survey the cafeteria in case but only spy the predictable pods of look-alikes in their little clusters.


I lift my soft drink for a sip but catch someone glaring at me so intensely I freeze. He looks away, then right back.


“Hey, be careful!” Audrey grabs the Dr Pepper from my hand. “You trying to get me wet? This cardigan ain’t cheap.”


“Good save, there, Audrey.” Trent tosses her a few napkins.


“Huh?” I say. How’d I spill that?


“Dude, you really need some sleep,” Trent says. “You’re losing your grip. Literally.”


I look back at the glaring guy, but he’s turned to his friends, talking like nothing happened.


“Sorry, Audrey.” I help sop up the last drops. “Listen, over by the column with the clock, who’s that guy? With the curly black hair and Saber Cats shirt?”


They turn to see. Trent shrugs.


“Oh, god.” Audrey rolls her eyes. “He’s in my AP history and is so annoying. He sits next to me, but all I know is he’s on the wrestling team and won’t shut up about it.”


“Wrestling? Well, he was just, like, staring through me. Did you see?”


“Nope,” Trent says with a mouthful of bean burrito. “Prob’ly just in awe of your new hair-hat.”


“People are staring at you, Adrian, so just drop it,” Audrey says, still dabbing at her sweater.


Right. Audrey and Trent may give me crap, but I can’t imagine having to fend for myself without them, not even among the geeky fanboys—the least alarming group here—all huddled at their table over there against the wall. I’m a sci-fi/fantasy fanboy myself, of course, but they’re a bit too geeky for me. I’m less fan and more creator. Besides, all they want to do is draw big tits on almost-clad babes shooting guns and crap. Not my world.


“Audrey,” I say, “if you had to go sit with another group here, right now, which table would you go to?”


She arches an eyebrow. “Why? You tryin’ to tell me somethin’?”


“No,” I say. “Just curious.”


She eyes me, then crosses her arms and surveys the room. “Since I don’t see a table of fellow glamorous, intelligent single ladies in here . . . I’d have to say I’d be with the teachers. Although maybe not that creepy science teacher with the comb-over. Yeek.”


“Teachers?”


“You asked! And think about it,” she says. “That’s where you’d get the real scoop on this place.”


“C’mon,” Trent says. “You don’t care about all that bullshit.”


“Hey, it’s always good to know what’s truly going on. Fewer surprises that way.”


Trent swallows half a brownie, then says, “I’ll tell you what’s going on around here.” He shapes his black-nail-polished fingers into a big zero.


“Well, at least caffeine is going on now.” Audrey dramatically holds up her latte and takes a sip. Ever since the coffee bar appeared in the cafeteria this semester, she’s been downing lattes like it’s the sustenance of life itself.


I check out the staring Wrestler Guy again, but he’s focused on his friends. It must have been like Trent said. I tuck my phone in my backpack, then slip farther down in my chair. “How am I gonna tell Mom about this? After the last phone—”


Trent holds up a peace sign. “Two.”


I roll my eyes. “Okay okay. After the last two phones, she said this was it. And she doesn’t mess around.”


Audrey and Trent glance at each other. They know money trees don’t grow at my house.


The whole screen is cracked. Power button does nothing. “When I get home I’ll put it in a bowl of rice.”


“Say what?” Audrey says.


“Dude, that’s only if you get a phone wet,” Trent says, “which is one of the many hazards of toilet texting, I’m afraid.”


Audrey’s eyes pop. “Wow, that’s way TMI, there, Trent.”


He smiles. “I speak from experience.”


She turns her full body to face him. “Please. Never. Text. Me. Again.”


Great. I won’t be texting anyone again.


Trent eyes my untouched burrito. “Go for it,” I say. “And don’t look at me like that, Audrey. I’m not gonna faint. I’m just not hungry.” My stomach’s so knotted up it’s almost like I’m gonna puke, in fact.


She shakes her head. “I swear, a strong wind’s gonna come along one day and scoop up your skinny ass.”


I snort a little Dr Pepper through my nose.


“Oh,” Audrey says, “you can smile!”


High-pitched squeals bounce over from the drama kids’ table.


“There’s Kobe,” Trent says. “Looks okay from here.”


Where? Oh, good. He seems to be unscathed, and lucky . . . for now. The drama kids are howling at whatever tidbit Kobe is revealing as he holds court. Other than him, I don’t know the names of any of the kids at that table. Even though there are a couple guys, it’s mostly girls, all making asses of themselves. Whatever.


With jazz hands in the air (not kidding), Kobe belts out some song about everything coming up roses as one of the girls falls out of her seat onto the floor. The cafeteria floor! Repulsive. The whole room turns for a second, and then the hoots and slurs commence, which just make Kobe go up an octave.


Not only is he the sole out gay kid I know of, but he’s also so cliché gay it’s no wonder there’s a huge freakin’ target on his back.


It’s amazing he doesn’t seem to care after what happened to that guy a couple years ago. I was just a freshman so didn’t have any classes with him, but this junior came out as gay to his whole English class. Then it began: the names, the horrible crap they spread online and scrawled on his locker, and worse. One day after school he got jumped—they broke his arm in three places. He never came back to school. They said it was a couple seniors who did it, but no one got punished.


People don’t talk about it anymore, like it never happened.


Oh, god, is Kobe actually tap-dancing now?


“Behold,” I say to Audrey and Trent. “Yet another reason I’m not gay.”


Trent stares at the dramatics. “Words of wisdom, my friend. Words of wisdom. Even though you are.”


Audrey points at Trent’s face. “Crazy.” Then me. “Super-crazy.” Then herself. “Outta here.” She stands. “I’ve got a test on el imperfecto de subjuntivo next in español, and I gotta get there early.”


Trent nods. “Allow moi to el help-o you-o to el study-o.”


Audrey scoops up her purse, books, and tray in one swoop. “Oh, hell-o no-o, Señor Wack-o.”


I crack up.


She stops. “Ooh! I forgot. Adrian, I’m taking you to my girl Patricia—she’ll fix you up. I already texted her about your hair 911. And wipe that look off your face. She’s done men’s hair before. Least I think. Appointment scheduled for six p.m. Today. I’m picking you up.”


“What?” Now I may really throw up.


“You’re welcome.” She strides away.


From Trent’s expression, I must be extra pale at this news. “That’ll be a treat,” he says.


I flip up my hood and pull the cord around my face. Tight. Then I notice the staring Wrestler Guy leaving the cafeteria, peering right at me.
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ETERNALISM IS A PHILOSOPHICAL APPROACH to exploring the relative pace of time or, to be specific, in what circumstances it moves fast versus slow. Time is, indeed, relative. I know this, not only due to my Slaughterhouse-Five essay last year, but because when you hack up your own hair, have your sole means of mobile communication destroyed in redneck crossfire, and have scary guys staring at you all day, each minute feels like a freakin’ eternity.


You’d think being home would be a relief, but Mom works her night job at the Holiday Inn desk tonight so it’s up to me to prep Dad’s dinner. Because of when he takes his meds, he has to eat early, which is why I’m here chopping lettuce in the kitchen after school instead of drawing in my room.


As I attempt to open the utensil drawer, the handle pulls off again. Dad should at least be able to fix a freakin’ handle in his condition. I mean, he designed and built this whole kitchen, for god’s sake. It used to be nice.


I grab a screwdriver from the miscellaneous crap drawer and try to fix the handle myself. “Hey, Dad?” I call.


“Yup?” he yells from the living room, ESPN blaring.


“I got everything set. Salad and sandwich are all made and in the fridge. Whenever you want ’em.” I try to tighten the damn screws, but they’re both stripped.


He says something, but I can’t make it out over the TV.


“What?” I say as the stupid handle just slips off and clangs on the floor. “Oh, come on!” I slam the drawer shut.


“Huh?” he says.


Take a breath, Adrian. I close my eyes. “What was that, Dad?”


“What kind of dressing did you put on the salad?”


Now I have no way to open the damn drawer. I wedge the screwdriver between the cabinet and the drawer front and wiggle it around.


“Ranch!” I say.


“Ranch?” he says. “Oh, well.”


Really?


I grip the screwdriver and pry the drawer open. Maybe there are some screws in the garage I can use, but later. I just want to finish cleaning up and get to my drawing table.


“Hey, Ade?” Dad calls. I hate that nickname, but after a life of it at home, no choice. “Coors. D’ya mind?”


Mind? Let’s see, besides Dad Duty, what the hell else would I want to be doing right now? But like the trained robot I am, I already have my hand in the fridge. So he won’t holler for me again later, I bring two Coors and plop them down by his weekly meds container on the folding tray at his side. Hard to tell at this point where his body stops and the recliner begins.


He grunts but doesn’t take his eyes away from the armored hulks on the screen trying to brain-damage each other to get that little ball. Again, I marvel how I could be the same species as these people. Although I do like it when they slap each other’s butts. In super-tight pants. With those bulges.


“No! You’re so slow. Hustle, hustle!” he yells.


It’s been two and a half years since Dad’s car wreck. It wasn’t his fault and is beyond unfair. The crash broke his back. But after physical therapy ended, he stopped trying, slowed down, and got bigger. It’s been only a couple years, but it feels like he’s been home “recovering” a lot longer than that.


It all sucks so much, more for him than anyone. I get that, of course. I know he didn’t ask for this.


But neither did Mom, having to work night and day for crap money.


And neither did I.


Focused on the game, he says, “Did ya see that? The ball was right there! That guy is completely blind. Blind!” He pops open a beer. “Thanks, son.” He doesn’t even glance at me.


I tape a BROKEN sign on the stupid drawer, finish up in the kitchen, then retreat to my room, followed by Harley Quinn.


I shut my door, go online, and scan for any new website comments. Nothing. It’s not like a ton of people stumble upon my site, but at this point some do check in, so there’s traffic.


But no one actually gets Graphite. No one. I shouldn’t be surprised, considering art imitates life. Or is it life imitates art? Either way. When I do find comments there are always way more negative ones than positive. Lots of ranting about what sucks, what they’d do different, what defies their narrow logic . . . the haters lecturing me on what a freaking superhero is supposed to be.


Of course, some are outraged that he’s gay and have to spew various versions of digital hate. Thank god for the gay geeks who at least think Graphite’s hot, although they seem bewildered too. Some say he doesn’t do anything, doesn’t kick anyone’s ass, doesn’t have sex, even that he’s not queer enough.


And forget the Renaissance part. Everyone’s all baffled why Graphite’s world is filled with Renaissance beauty and design. ’Cause I freakin’ like it and it’s cool. Okay, you hating Internet a-holes?


Graphite isn’t here to save the world, especially not for you. He’s here for me.


I know all the mainstream gay characters, scan all the queer fan forums, see a lot of other fanboy character creations . . . but gay or straight, it’s all about shootin’ and screwin’. Graphite’s about creating, not killing. I never got why superheroes need to destroy to make a difference.


At least Audrey and Trent understand Graphite’s world some, but that’s because I explain it to them. They like how I draw, but on their own, I bet they’d never look. And I have a whole bunch of drawings even they haven’t seen.


They have no idea I’ve created superhero versions of them. Maybe I’ll share those, someday, but I bet it’d freak them out. The only way to see someone, truly see someone, is to draw them. Drawing makes you study every aspect . . . understand a person’s essence.


But they might not like what I see in them.


Hey, a new comment pops up. From BigGreenBro: Really like your latest comics and how you draw. What’s next?


Wow. That’s the first time anyone’s asked for more. Awesome.


I reply. Graphite: Thanks for asking. More coming soon!


BigGreenBro: Cool.


I’ve tried in the past to find out who BigGreenBro could be, since he’s one of the few who leaves positive comments. He’s anonymous but has a page of his own on the DeviantArt site. But nothing’s posted—no art, no bio, no photo, no comments. Just a lurker, I guess.


Graphite: You an artist too?


BigGreenBro: Kinda. Don’t draw so good. And still in high school.


Graphite: Yeah? Me too.


Damn. Why’d I post that? Stupid! And my comments page is public so anyone can see.


BigGreenBro: Cool. Thought so.


Really? Gotta end this.


Graphite: Later


Why the hell did I do that? I get up and pace. Sure, he could be a teen, but he could also be some sixty-year-old pervert.


Harley paws my leg. “Maow!”


“Okay okay.” I twirl her ribbon and she pounces.


I go ahead and delete the conversation, then log off.


No harm done, I guess. I list no personal info anywhere on my site. I could be in Australia for all anyone knows. And maybe he really is just another teen?


All right, enough of the outside world. Time to draw.


I put on a Little Big Planet game soundtrack and kiss Harley on her tiny head.


For inspiration, I like to look at my boyfriend. He’s Italian and his name is Bindo Altoviti. He’s hot, mysterious, and much older than me. Oh, and he’s dead. Pulling out Renaissance Portraits: The Bold and the Beautiful, I find him. Page forty-four. My Renaissance Hottie. So he died in the 1500s, big deal. A guy can dream. Raphael painted him to look so gorgeous, with those full lips, intense gaze, cascading hair—


Hair. Oh, yeah. Don’t need the reminder of how drawing hair started this whole suck of a day. I flip the book shut and pull out my reference photos of my favorite palace, the Château de Chambord in France. A. Freakin. Maze. Ing. It has the craziest roof, filled with towers and spires like a whole little city in the sky. So, of course, Graphite’s Moon Palace already has a lot of that, but I think it’s time for a few more towers.


As soon as I switch on my drawing lamp, Harley leaps up to her spot on my table and becomes a purring ball-o-fur. I pin my reference printouts to my corkboard in front of me and start to sketch. My ancient, taped-together pencil sharpener sounds like an airplane taking off, but that doesn’t disturb Harley. Her little ears do that radar turn thing, but she’s already in her zone.


These new towers will be tricky. To get perspective right, you have to put yourself there in your mind and look at it from different angles. This is why I don’t sketch on the computer. With paper you can literally scratch the surface. Dig in. And when you erase something the paper still shows what you tried.


I sketch it like you’re walking along one of the garden paths, spires and monoliths towering above. No, not like that. Ugh. This eraser’s almost down to the end.


I used to trace other people’s art, and sometimes I still do. You can learn so much by copying something amazing. I once got a library book with every figure in the Sistine Chapel blown up big and spent an entire week tracing each page, over and over. Wow. Michelangelo sure knew how to draw smokin’-hot guys! Holy crap. With flowing fabric. And those faces, so intense. And the hands. And muscles. Mind-blowing. Those are some superheroes!


I keep trying to draw muscles and bodies like he did. Once in a while I find Graphite starts looking like a hot floating saint.


Uh-oh, now these roof spires are starting to look like Michelangelo’s arms and legs. Or other body parts. Oh, my god. I’ve pretty much just sketched an entire roof garden of penises.


Hmmm . . . I don’t think Graphite’s palace needs a garden like that. I turn to a blank page and start—


BEEEP! BEEEP!


Harley lifts her head and yawns. Some annoying car horn. It must be the neighbor’s dog in the street again, blocking the way.


BEEEEEEP!


Oh, come on. Fine. I get up and pull open the curtain to see what’s the fuss and—


Huh? It’s Audrey.


Oh, man! Six p.m. Haircut.


Crap!
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BEEEP! BEEEEEP!


Okay okay! I wave at Audrey through the window to stop her laying on the horn.


I tuck away my sketchpad and art stuff, throw water on my face, grab my wallet and my phone (oh, yeah—never mind), reach the front door—then freeze. Why did I agree to this haircut? Not too late to back out, right?


But another horn blast gets me outside and now I’m in the world again.


A few dead leaves blow around in the gutter from the exhaust of Audrey’s purring black Beemer, named Athena, after the Greek goddess of wisdom and courage—her favorite. As I drag myself toward the car, Audrey looks over from the driver’s seat and her eyes get wide. Like she’s shooing flies, she flaps her hands at me, knocking the tiny toy high heels that dangle from the rearview mirror. She then turns off the car, flings open the door, and leaps out.


“No, no, no! Step away from the vehicle!” She strides around the front of the car to face me on the sidewalk. “Turn.” She rotates her finger.


“You’ve got to be kidding.”


I get a hands-on-hips I-ain’t-budging-till-you-do-as-I-say glare.


“This is idiotic,” I say, but spin around.


“What am I gonna do with you? I’m takin’ you to a nice salon, ya know. Did you get dressed in the dark again?”


I look to the heavens. “Can we just go?”


She surveys me up and down, glaring at the clothes I changed into after school. “Raggedy ol’ sweatpants? Ripped concert T-shirt? You wear this in public?”


“First of all,” I explain, “this is not a concert T-shirt. It says ‘Trust Me, I’m a Jedi’—that’s not a band. Secondly, this is Rock Hollow, Texas, not Milan, Italy.”


I should comment on how overdressed she is in her purple cashmere sweater, satiny charcoal pants, glittery black pumps, and ever-present bling. But I know better. She may have the opposite of a model’s body, but she sure knows how to look good.


“Adrian, underneath that frightening hair and all the nerdy, uh . . . well, that”—she gestures at my clothes—“you’re actually cute. Where’s your fashion gene? What kinda gay boy are you?”


“Shut up! People can hear you.” I glance around at the neighbors’ empty front yards. My stomach tightens.


She opens her arms. “Who? There isn’t anyone out here but us and the squirrels gatherin’ up their winter nuts.” She looks up at the oak tree by the sidewalk and points over to me. “Do you care if he’s gay?”


“I said shut up!” I look back at my house and lower my voice. “You never know who’s around.” I head for the car and jump in.


Settling back in the driver’s seat, she closes her door and gives me the Audrey Eye.


I scan the neighbors’ houses. “Just because I like guys doesn’t mean I have to be all fashiony fabulous.”


“I take it you’re not gonna change,” she says.


I glare at her. “You know how I feel. I’m not a cliché. I am who I am.”


She rolls her eyes. “I know that. I meant your clothes.”


I buckle my seat belt. “Maybe I should consult your little squirrel friends on what to wear from now on.”


“Worth a try.” She pulls away from the curb and we head up the street.


With Audrey so stylish and me so, well . . . not, at first glance you wouldn’t think we’d even know each other, much less be friends. But ever since a tornado drill back in fourth grade, we’ve clicked.


During a drill, you’re supposed to sit along the hallway walls and tuck your head between your knees. I remember being in “the position” and looking up at this girl ranting about how there was “no way” she’d sit on “that filthy linoleum in this Gucci skirt!” Mrs. Caruth informed her, “Better to sit down and get a little dirty than have some funnel cloud come down and snatch up you and that little skirt.” The appalled look on Audrey’s face cracked me up. But when she replied, “Sorry, Gucci’s worth it,” I laughed so hard I started snorting. Once the all clear sounded we got hauled off to the principal’s office. No better way to bond than that.


“Why are you staring at me?” Audrey says. We’re stopped at a red light.


“Huh? Ohmygod!” I say. “Trent!”


“Oh your god Trent what?”


“We have to pick him up. I asked him to come too.”


MEEEEEEEEP! The car behind us lays on its horn.


“Simmer down! I see it’s green!” Audrey zooms ahead. “Wish you’d told me. You’re tryin’ my nerves, Adrian. We can’t be late—Patricia’s squeezing you in as a favor.”


A favor? This wasn’t my idea.


But in a few minutes we’re waiting outside Trent’s house. You’d think it wouldn’t take that long to get ready when your entire wardrobe is black. Applying eyeliner in a perfect goth way takes time, I know, but it’s dealing with his mom that holds him up. Audrey knows better than to honk here. Same with ringing the doorbell. So we wait.


Audrey’s purple-manicured nails tap the steering wheel while she eyes me and the dashboard clock.


“Fine.” I slip out of the car, and just as I’m tiptoeing up the front walk, Trent appears in the doorway.


He nods at me. “ ’Sup?”


Inside the house the TV blasts way too loud.


“What’s your mom doing?” I say.


“Screwing with my SOUL!” he yells, slamming the front door with a BAM!


As we hustle down the front walk, I ask, “What did God tell her to do this time?”


“Doesn’t matter,” he says. “She’ll be passed out soon.”


I reach out to pat him on the back, but he doesn’t notice and glides by.


I glance back at his house. It’s so long now since I’ve been inside. Must be over a year, just after his sister went to college, his dad dumped them all, and his mom got remarried to Jesus . . . and bourbon. Freaky to think his psycho mom’s the same woman who was my gung-ho Cub Scout den mother when we were little. Cub Scouts. Makes me shiver. At least Trent and I became friends before we both dropped out. Never joined a group since. Obi-Wan be praised.


The front door opens and his mom steps out. Wow, I almost don’t recognize her. Eyelids half-mast and hair all jumbled, she clutches the front of her nightgown. Then she spots me. In slow motion, her face goes from pinched to fierce. She points right at me and spits out, “Not today, Satan. Not today!”


I back up against the car.


“Mom!” Trent says through gritted teeth. He glances at the neighbors’ quiet houses and dashes up to her, puts his hands on her shoulders. She knocks them away.


“Mom, calm down. You’re tired.”


Glaring at me, she says, “You will not go anywhere with that queer!”


Trent stands to his full height, tilts his head down, and whispers in her ear. His mom scans the street and the neighbors’ yards, then slinks back inside. Trent follows.


I jump into the backseat of the car and gape at wide-eyed Audrey. “What the hell?”


She just shakes her head.


Trent reappears in the doorway, alone. He pulls the front door shut with a soft click. Then he hurries to the car and folds himself into the front seat, shutting the car door. Audrey and I share a glance in the rearview mirror.


Audrey accelerates and we zip along the street, the setting sun flashing with a strobe-light rhythm through the gaps between houses.


Trent grips his knees and breaks the silence with “Welcome to my very own personal Kingdom on Earth.”


Audrey shakes her head. “Lordy.”


I lean forward, holding the back of Trent’s seat. “What was that about me and Satan?”


He sighs. “She thinks you’ll turn me gay.”


“You told her I’m gay?”


“No. She figured it out for herself.” He swallows. “Sorry.”


I touch his shoulder. “Trent, I’m sorry. I had no idea you—”


“Can we just drop it?” He grabs Audrey’s phone from the cup holder and scans through her music. “Let’s move on, all right?”


I sit back and try to wrap my head around what just happened.


Unable to find any morose music, Trent shuts his eyes and taps Audrey’s screen at random. We’re jolted by some vapid, poppy, dancy tune that I know everyone’s supposed to love. But, as with most things, I’m hardly the target audience.


Glancing sideways at Trent, Audrey attempts to lighten the mood and shimmies in her seat to the beat. “Now we’re talkin’!”


Trent cracks a smile, breathes in deep, then exhales long and slow. How does he live with a mom like that?


Although there’s no way I’m gonna shimmy, there is something pretty awesome about speeding along in a BMW with a kick-ass sound system, no matter what the music.


After a while, Audrey’s phone dings. Trent lowers the music volume and says, “Hey, you got a text from the famous Patricia.”


“Oh?” Audrey says. “Read it for me.”


“ ‘Did your friend sign the death waiver? Can’t be sued again for accidental ear chopping.’ ”


Audrey groans.


“Ha, freakin’, ha,” I say.


“Uh-oh, dude. Listen up: ‘SOOOOO sorry, but I’m swamped! Can’t cut your friend’s hair now, and weekend not looking good. SORRY!!!’ Then she put about a hundred little sad faces and pink hearts.”


“No way!” I say. “Let me see.”


He holds up the phone for me to read as Audrey pulls into a parking lot to stop and see for herself.


“This sucks,” I say. “What am I gonna do?”


Audrey texts her friend back, then tosses the phone to Trent. Squinting at my hair in the rearview mirror, she says, “We’ll figure out something.”


“Like what?”


Giving me a thumbs-up, Trent says, “Don’t change a thing, looks awesome.”


Rolling her eyes, Audrey slaps his hand away and gets us onto Settlement Street again.


Trent goes back to scanning Audrey’s music. “So . . . what now?”


Although my drawing table pops into my head, my stomach has a different idea. “What’s for dinner at your house, Audrey?”


“Parents’ Methodist church group and Bible study,” she says.


“Noooooo thankee,” Trent says, playing another too-peppy song.


Audrey eases to a stop at a red light. “We’re right near the mall. If Chili’s is too crowded there we could do the food court.”


I jump. “I can’t go into the mall with my hair like this!”


“Maybe Tito’s Taco Truck?” Trent says.


I shake my head. “Not in the mood to eat outside.”


Audrey sighs. “C’mon, now, it’s getting later and I’m in no mood to get pulled over for ‘Driving While Black.’ ”


With no other easy eating options left—not at my or Trent’s house, for sure—I suggest Boo, our usual place. Happily, they agree. Not only is the food good and cheap, but Boo is laid-back and pretty dark inside.


This is not at all the night I’d hoped for, but here we are—a badly dressed gay boy, a fashionable black girl, and a moody vampire—all out for fun on a Texas Friday night.


Yee-ha!
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AS TRENT ATTEMPTS IN DESPERATION to find a nonbouncy tune on Audrey’s phone, Boo’s purple neon sign comes into view. Boo isn’t fancy, being part of a strip mall and all, but there’s no place like it. Its actual name is La Boulangerie, which means bakery in French. But, of course, it’s impossible for most people to pronounce, so it’s been called all sorts of different things, like Bowl Angry and, my personal favorite, Blue Laundry. Somehow, though, it has simply become Boo.


The only downside is the too-close-for-comfort redneck hangout next door, Bubba’s. No joke, that’s really its name.


We turn into the parking lot and, wow, there are already tons of cars here. Big-ass pickups, too: bubbamobiles. Just great. As we circle to find a parking spot, we glide past a couple of guys in well-worn cowboy hats ambling toward Bubba’s. They eye us through the windshield, do a double take, then glare like we’re sideshow freaks.


“Park as close to Boo as possible, please,” I say to Audrey, my fingers checking the door lock. Trent just ignores them.


Audrey mumbles to the rolled-up window, “Keep starin’ at me like that and I’ll shove those hats where the sun don’t shine.”
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