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One



Okay, I confess.

I did, sort of, on purpose, steal Carmen’s credit card (Carmen = stepmom, but I refuse to call her anything with “mom” in the title, as she’s only twenty-four and can’t take care of a pet goldfish, much less be any kind of mother figure). And I did, kind of, intentionally, charge up a thousand dollars’ worth of push-up bras. But, technically, my dad said I could use Carmen’s credit card for emergencies, and since my social life hinges on my ability to fill out a shirt, it was an emergency. I mean, if I was an SAT analogy, I’d be flat : board; boobs : me.

And yes, it’s true that I did total my dad’s new BMW convertible. Although “totaled” is a strong word for spilling Diet Coke in my lap and accidentally jumping the curb and running into a tree. I wouldn’t have been driving at all (I only have my learner’s permit) except that my little sister, Lindsay, called me on my mobile hysterical because she’d pissed off some two-hundred-pound girl bully and needed to be picked up from school since she’d been too scared to ride the bus. Mom couldn’t get Lindsay because she was at her standing Botox appointment, and Carmen (Anti-Mom) couldn’t be bothered, since she was too busy spending my college fund at Neiman Marcus.

And let’s face it, I did Dad a favor. He looked ridiculous driving that cherry-red two-seater BMW. He’s bald, for God’s sake. He looked like every other pathetic midlife-crisis victim.

And, finally, I’ll admit, it is true that I came home drunk the night before my PSAT exam, and overslept the test. This was entirely Tyler’s fault (Tyler is a cute but disreputable quarterback of the junior varsity football team who I went with for a brief time before I came to my senses). He’s been trying to get into my Paul Frank panties since the summer before freshman year, and he spiked my drink with Everclear in the hopes of robbing me of my virginity. I’d heard the bad rumors about Tyler, but chose to ignore them. I shouldn’t have. BTW, he got what he deserved: a front seat full of Red-bull and Everclear vomit. It’s my hope that he’ll be cleaning chunks out of the leather interior of his Toyota Forerunner for weeks. Since him, I’ve been on a guyatus (hiatus from guys).

So—given the mitigating circumstances—you’d think that I would be given a little slack. After all, I’m fifteen. Aren’t I supposed to be making mistakes? Isn’t that what the teen years are for? I can’t be perfect all the time.

So what do my parents do? They don’t ground me. No. That would be me getting off too easy, Dad says. And even when I try to pit Mom against Dad (for the last five years since their divorce, I’ve gotten very, very good at this), it doesn’t work. For the first time in my parents’ lives, they actually agree on something.

They’re going to send me to a school for juvenile delinquents.

Me! I’ve barely done anything wrong, and I’m going to be going to school with a bunch of drug-using degenerates. How did this happen? I think Mom has been watching too many episodes of Ricki Lake, where drill sergeants yell at pregnant teenagers.

It’s ridiculous. Beyond ridiculous.

I am not a delinquent. I’ve had very bad luck, but I’m not bad. At least, not yet. Everyone knows that when good people go to prison they end up becoming bad while they’re there. Either that, or they get stabbed with a homemade knife in the shower. I’m not that innocent. I’ve seen episodes of Prison Break.

Granted, I’m not going to prison.

I’m going to a place called Bard Academy in some Nowheresville Island off the coast of Maine. I don’t care if that is where great lobsters come from. I don’t want to live there. The brochure for Bard Academy says, and I quote, “a home for troubled and misguided teens set on its own private island, guarded by the Atlantic Ocean, and accessible only by ferry, where our students probe the classics in a solid academic tradition.”

I am not troubled, nor misguided. If anyone needs to go to delinquent boarding school, it’s my dad. He changes wives more often than he changes shoes. And don’t get me started on Mom. She’s a total basket case. She doesn’t date. She doesn’t even go out, so I’m not quite sure why she’s obsessed with looking young, except that I fear she’s holding on to some vague hope that Dad will take her back. Why she would want that, I have no idea.

So, I’m being exiled to some form of Alcatraz for juveniles in the Atlantic. This is what I get for saving my dad from getting a melanoma on his scalp and for coming to the rescue of my ungrateful sister. It’s the last time I do a good deed.

 

“You hate me, don’t you? You do. You hate me,” Mom says, as she stands in my bedroom watching me pack. I’m taking my time folding my clothes because a) I don’t want to go, and b) I want to wring the last bit of anxiety out of the moment for Mom’s sake. If I draw this out, then she’s liable to start feeling sadness and regret, and she might just decide I shouldn’t go. At this point, breaking Mom might be my only chance of salvation.

I can tell that Mom is feeling guilty, even though she’s just had a Botox injection, so the only expression she can convey with her numbed face is slight confusion. It’s a little unnerving. Sort of like talking to a mannequin.

“I don’t hate you,” I say, trying to be calm and composed. I’m the adult here, after all, even if I am the one who’s being sent off to a school one thousand miles away. I was the shoulder Mom cried on when Dad left her five years ago for his secretary. He’s divorced and remarried since then, and Mom has been on maybe two dates. I love Mom, I do. But her neediness sometimes is a bit scary.

“It was your dad’s idea,” Mom pleads with me. Of course it’s Dad’s doing. Mom would never have had the guts to send me off, but Dad’s a different story. He’s been trying to disown me pretty much since I started talking and could talk back to him.

“Well, we both know Dad makes bad decisions. Why do you still let him boss you around?”

“I don’t let him boss me,” she says.

“You didn’t even ask him if he’d pay for your Botox. You should. He gave you those worry lines.”

Mom reflexively touches her face.

“You’re right,” she says.

I’m just about to reel Mom in, when we’re interrupted by the appearance of my little sister, Lindsay. She’s wearing a pair of jeans and her new purple push-up bra from Victoria’s Secret.

Lindsay, age thirteen, is a 34B, which is a full cup size bigger than me, since I barely fill out an A cup. It’s a bit embarrassing when your younger sister wears a bigger bra than you do. I’m not sure what my chest is waiting for, perhaps an engraved invitation. Apparently, my breasts are like diva pop stars and like to be fashionably late. When they arrive, I imagine they’ll also come with a list of outrageous demands, like that they’ll only tolerate blessed Kabbalah water, white Bentleys, and green M&M’s.

To make matters worse, Lindsay spreads her arms wide and cries, “Tah-dah!,” as if she just pulled her boobs out of a black magician’s hat. Show off.

“My baby’s first Victoria’s Secret bra,” Mom cries, turning her attention to Lindsay. “My baby is all grown up.”

Although Mom’s face doesn’t change expression, I hear a slight crack in her voice, the telltale sign of an impending emotional breakdown.

Mom is going through the early stages of menopause and is extremely emotional these days. I recently caught her crying in front of a Cingular One ad. It’s embarrassing.

“Lindsay, put some clothes on,” I say. Seriously, sometimes I feel like the only responsible adult around here. What is Mom thinking? “Since when is it okay to parade around in your underwear?”

“Miranda—this is a revolutionary new bra,” Lindsay informs me. “The patent is pending!”

“You don’t even know what a patent is,” I snap.

Lindsay sticks her tongue out at me. I glance down at Lindsay’s jeans and notice the strap of a matching purple thong sticking out from her jeans.

“A thong!” I cry.

Mom didn’t let me wear one of those until a month ago. And that was only after I wrote a two-page essay on the devastating effects of panty lines on my self-esteem. “She’s too young to wear a thong!”

“You wear them all the time,” Lindsay points out.

“I’m two years older. Mom? Really.” I cross my arms to show my disapproval. Mom just wipes a tear from her eye and then tries to hug us both. I squirm away. With Premenopausal Mom, you never know when you’re going to be blindsided with a hug. Last week, she wanted a hug in public in the middle of the cereal aisle at the grocery store. Thanks to my quick reflexes, I avoided PPDA (Parental Public Display of Affection), and Mom got an armful of Special K.

Lindsay, however, isn’t as quick as I am, and she gets the full force of Mom’s bear hug. I smirk at her, while she makes a face over Mom’s shoulder. There are some benefits to being older. Better reflexes.

Besides, it’s about time Lindsay took one for the team. She’s benefited from all my hard lobbying efforts to house-train the ’rents. Case in point: my hunger strike to wear lip gloss in eighth grade, the protracted negotiations to let us watch the TBS version of Sex and the City, and now the thong essays. At this rate, Lindsay will never have to learn to do anything for herself, since I’m always doing all the work. She doesn’t even have to work to have cleavage like I do. I need two rolls of Charmin’s double ply to get the hint of cleavage. Lindsay just went to sleep one night and woke up the next morning as Pamela Anderson. Life is not fair.

Lindsay sticks her tongue out at me behind Mom’s back. I squint at her. She’s gloating over the fact that she’s ruined my last reprieve. She’ll live to regret it. With me gone, there will be no one to blame when she does something bad, like breaking another of Mom’s Staffordshire dogs. Besides, one week alone with hug-crazy Mom and Lindsay will be begging her to let me come home.

 

Since Lindsay ruins my chances of a night-before reprieve, I set Plan B into motion. Plan B involves me dredging out the waterworks on the car ride to the airport, which I know Mom won’t be able to resist. I put some Visine in my purse for a quick-change act.

Plan B is thwarted, however, when Dad and Carmen (Secretary #2 who became Wife #3—my dad doesn’t even bother to be creative with his adultery) show up the next morning in their new black Range Rover. With Dad alone I might have had a chance. But Carmen is immune to tears, and even so, I’d never cry in front of her. It would be like admitting defeat.

They emerge from the car arguing about whose fault it is that they’re late. They’ve only been married two months and they’re already fighting. I would be gloating, except for the fact that I’m about to be sent off to Siberia and no one seems to care. Mom is dry-eyed when she hugs me. Lindsay smiles and points down at her feet. She’s wearing a pair of my Steve Maddens. She’s going to stretch them out with her extra-wide Fred Flintstone feet.

“Stay out of my closet,” I mouth to her as I duck into Dad’s backseat. She just sticks out her tongue at me in defiance and then mouths, “Try and stop me,” as Dad backs out of the driveway.

“Nice car,” I say to Dad, meaning the opposite. The leather interior smells so strongly of new car, I feel a little nauseous. I can’t believe Dad bought a Range Rover when just three months ago he told Mom he wanted to reduce his child-support payments. “I thought that Consumer Reports ranked Range Rovers as the car that breaks down the most.”

I don’t know if this is true, but I remember Tyler saying something about it. Back when I cared what he said, before he assaulted me.

Dad’s eyes flick to mine in the rearview mirror. He frowns at me. “You’re the reason I had to buy a new car in the first place.”

I scoff. “How about a Honda? Mom has an Accord that’s ten years old.”

Dad turns a little red. He doesn’t like it when I point out that we’re poor. “Young lady, this is why you’re on your way to Bard Academy,” he says.

“Why? Because I tell you the truth?”

“I can’t believe you let her talk to you like that,” Carmen says, as if it’s any of her business.

At the airport, Carmen stays in the car. She’s still not talking to me because of the credit card incident. She says she hasn’t lived down the embarrassment of having her credit card denied at Saks Fifth Avenue. Never mind that she charged ten thousand dollars’ worth of purchases the month before, which meant that my one grand put the card over its maximum.

But, naturally, I’m the bad guy. I get it.

Dad, whose parenting skills have pretty much been limited to giving me lectures whenever I do something wrong, starts in on his “this hurts me more than it hurts you” lecture, the one he’s been using since I was four and he’d sit me in the corner for time-outs. I can almost repeat it, word for word.

“Now, I know you think we’re punishing you. But this is for your own good,” Dad says as we’re standing together inside the lobby of the airport. Carmen is outside in the car, pouting. Dad will probably have to buy her a few more thousand dollars’ worth of Tiffany jewelry for him to be back in her good graces. Probably only a semester’s worth of tuition or so.

“One day you’ll realize that we’re doing this because we care about you. This hurts us more than it hurts you.”

This would be a moving speech, except that Dad is looking at his watch while he makes it. He’s late for his tee time at the club. Honestly, I don’t get any respect around here. This is my life we’re talking about, and Dad is worried about getting to the putting green.

Dad is the opposite of Mom. Where Mom will blind-side you with PPDA in the grocery store, Dad goes to great lengths to avoid PPDA in any context. The closest he’ll get to actually hugging you is grabbing you in a side hug that he’ll quickly turn into a headlock. As if he is saying, “I didn’t mean to hug you—I want to wrestle,” which is somehow less embarrassing, he thinks. I hate it, though. He always manages to mess up my hair.

He does this now, in fact. He puts his hand on my head and gives it a rough rub, like I’m a dog.

“You’ll do great there, kiddo. I know you will,” he says.

I walk toward the metal detectors and the security line. I turn around to see if Dad is still there, but he’s already gone.

It’s official. My life blows.








Two



The only time I’ve ever been away from home was the summer before fifth grade, right before my parents divorced. They shipped me and Lindsay off to some lame camp in Wisconsin where we were supposed to learn how to make keychains and canoe. I mean, I don’t do the outdoors. My idea of roughing it is shopping at Active Endeavors.

Lindsay, because she’s not right in the head, actually enjoyed the hikes, even though she got a nasty case of poison ivy. After that, she was stuck indoors and agreed with me that a camp lacking basic amenities (like private bathrooms) totally sucked. So I began a carefully crafted campaign to tug at the heartstrings of the ’rents. After a week of heart-wrenching letters, I convinced Mom to come and save us.

That’s when she told us she and Dad were getting a divorce.

Dad wasn’t there at the time. He’d taken the opportunity while we were away at camp to pack up all his things and move to a condo in downtown Chicago, complete with a lake view and a stainless-steel kitchen for his new life with his twenty-five-year-old secretary, Chloe, who turned out to only hold the title of Mrs. Tate for a nanosecond before Dad took up with Carmen. Mom blames Dad’s midlife crisis, his BMW convertible, and his new hair-growing Propecia prescription. I blame Dad. He could’ve at least had the decency to leave us for true love.

 

After a long plane ride, and then a short one on a small plane with propellers, I find myself at a tiny municipal airport somewhere near the coast of Maine. The last mall I saw was somewhere over Boston. I doubt even Gap.com delivers here. I am so not going to be getting any new clothes for a while. The thought seriously depresses me.

Dad says that if I applied five percent of the time I use to think about clothes and shoes to school, I’d have a 4.0 average. But what fun is a 4.0 if you can’t also look hot? Life is about balance.

My current “going to boarding school” ensemble involves: torn jeans, army fatigue cabbie hat, and olive green Juicy Couture tunic tank (bought on eBay on the cheap, but still cost me a month’s worth of lunch money and two weekends of babysitting cash). Gold bangles on my wrists and oversize hoop earrings, courtesy of Urban Outfitters.

I’m average height, though a bit on the lanky side (lanky = no boobs or hips), and I’ve got naturally kind of mouse-brown hair, only it’s not been that color since I learned how to use Clairol in eighth grade. Current color: dark brunette, like all the blondes-turned-brunette this season (Ashlee Simpson, Mary-Kate Olsen, you get the idea).

The whole wooded area thing is beginning to remind me of camp. Perversely, this gives me hope. I got out of that. I can get out of this.

On the bus to the ferry, I glance around and see some of my classmates. There are boys wearing eyeliner, one guy with bright green hair, and in front of me, a girl who looks like she ought to be starring in the next sequel of The Ring. Her hair is hanging in her face in greasy strands. I mean, did she ever hear of a comb? Seriously, gross.

These are my peers. And they are total losers.

Great.

I look away, slipping my hand into my backpack and wrapping my hand around my minican of mace. I’ve been carrying mace around ever since Tyler tried that stunt in his Toyota. I’m ready if any of these delinquents tries anything.

I put on my headphones to my CD player—another great injustice in my life. All I asked for last Christmas was an iPod Nano. Instead, Mom got me a sweater with stuffed Santa Clauses on it (one that I will not wear in public ever as long as I live), and my dad got me an Xbox 360. Yes, I know. An Xbox is cool. But I don’t play video games. I don’t care about blowing up space aliens. All I want is to be able to listen to Death Cab for Cutie without lugging five hundred pounds of CDs around with me everywhere I go.

Besides, Dad wanted the Xbox for himself, but was too embarrassed to admit it to the store clerk, so he had to say it was for me and my sister. But it was Dad who played Halo for four hours on Christmas Day.

Even worse, when I tried to sell the Xbox on eBay, Dad grounded me. Sure, it’s a bratty move. But consider this: Dad played the Xbox more than I did. It was clearly a me-to-me gift disguised as a dad-to-daughter gift. I called him on it, and I’m the one who got grounded. How is that fair?

The bus pulls up to a dock by the ocean, and we’re directed to board a boat that will take us to Alcatraz Academy. The wind whipping off the Atlantic is strong and cold, and the sign on the ferry says TO SHIPWRECK ISLAND.

Great. The island where I’m going to school is called Shipwreck Island. Why not go ahead and call it Skull Island? Or Dead People Live Here Island? I mean, where am I? A Scooby-Doo cartoon?

The brochure in the office where we wait for the ferry says that the island is called Shipwreck Island because of its odd ability to pull in ships during storms, when it was usually hidden by fog. Scores of sailors died when their ships hit the island and sunk. Great. I look at the island in the distance. It’s got a bit of fog around it, but I can still tell it’s covered in trees. It’s not exactly Maui.

The ferry is already full of students who look like the ones on the bus (i.e., delinquents). And they’re waiting for us, apparently, before taking off. Once on the boat, it starts off almost immediately, its bell ringing, as kids of all shapes and sizes mingle around the benches. I lean over the rail and look at the black water lapping against the side, and think about jumping. The water looks cold, though. Cold and deep.

Twenty minutes later, we come to rest on the shores of Shipwreck Island with a creak and a lurch. There’s no sand on the beach at all—it’s entirely rocks. Near us, there’s a giant white lighthouse, which is dark. There’s only about four feet of rocky beach. After that, it’s nothing but thickly wooded trees.

At the dock, there’s a shuttle bus waiting for us. It has BARD ACADEMY written on the side. The bald driver—who’s wearing a green sun visor, giant amber-shaded aviator sunglasses, and a cigarette in a holder like Cruella De Ville—gruffly grabs my bags and throws them into the storage compartment by the bus door. He’s wearing shorts and knee socks. Definitely the weirdest bus driver I’ve ever seen. On his jumpsuit uniform, his name patch reads “H. S. Thompson.”

“You holding?” he asks me in a voice so gruff it sounds as if he’s been smoking since he was born, which from the look of him was a long time ago.

“Holding what?” I snap.

He narrows his eyes at me and clenches his teeth around his cigarette holder.

“Never mind,” he says. “What are you waiting for? Get in.” He mumbles something else under his breath that sounds like “spoiled damn kids. Can’t believe I’m stuck here without quaaludes.”

Surely, though, I didn’t hear him right.

Inside the bus, there are two Goth kids in the back who are smoking clove cigarettes. There’s a tough-looking guy who seems ancient—is he like twenty-two?—wearing just a white button-down shirt and plain pants. The shirt has a weird, ruffled collar, like he’s just come off the set of A Christmas Carol, but everything else about him screams tough guy. In fact, he takes away a lighter from one of the Goth kids. He just takes it straight out of the kid’s hand, and starts playing with it himself as if he’s never seen a Zippo lighter before. His facial expression says he wouldn’t mind lighting the whole bus on fire. He watches me as I get on the bus, but I ignore him. I wonder why I didn’t notice him on the ferry.

I take a seat toward the front of the bus, away from the pyromaniac, and mentally, I imagine the first letter I’m going to write my parents.


Dear Mom and Dad:

Thanks for sending me to school with felons and drug dealers. I’m learning all the basic life skills, including setting fire to objects and how to make deadly weapons out of my hairbrush. I’ve met my husband-to-be here. He’s 28, a pyromaniac, and a convicted felon, but we’re in love and we want to get married.



If I play my cards right, my stay at Bard Academy will be no longer than a week.

I glance out the bus window and see the ferry leave. There goes my chance for escape, I think.

Pyro, the guy with the lighter, is staring at me rather intently. Those boots he’s got on are weird. Maybe that’s the trend among gangbangers this year. Dress like Charles Dickens.

Thompson—the weird driver—slides into his seat, still smoking, and slams the door shut.

“I’d tell you to fasten your seat belts, but there aren’t any,” he says, grinning mischievously. “So you brats better just hang on to something.”

He grounds the gears of the bus and takes off with squealing tires, lurching from side to side, nearly flinging me out of my seat. I watch as he blows right past a STOP sign without even slowing down, and nearly careens into the gates by the port.

Unbelievable. My parents have sent me to Nowhere Island to die. I grab hold of the seat in front of me. The Goth kids blow clove smoke at me and seem unperturbed. Pyro scowls.

This is so going in the letter. Thompson has broken at least four rules of the road in the last five minutes, not to mention reckless endangerment of minors. I take a picture of Thompson with my camera phone. He’s rummaging around in the glove compartment and not even paying attention to the road. I look at my phone, but his face is all blurred, his features indistinguishable. Odd.

I look at the signal bars on the phone. I get one every now and then, but it doesn’t stay long enough for me to make a phone call. I am convinced I’m going to die on this bus.

No one in the bus but me seems at all disturbed by Thompson’s driving. I guess they don’t have anything to live for.

We drive for what feels like days down a winding, two-lane road. Luckily, we pass no other cars because Thompson is weaving in and out of his lane like my paternal grandma after she’s had one too many Amaretto sours. We nearly avoid careening off a cliff when one side of the road crawls up a mountain, giving the guardrail a slight dusting. I’m beginning to feel very car sick. I don’t know if it’s Thompson’s driving or the fact that I’m frantically writing down every new near-death experience in my letter to Mom.

I take a break from writing and watch as tree after tree whizzes by my window. The forest is so thick that it’s grown out past the side of the road, over the guardrails, and a few branches are so long that they whip against the windows of the bus.

I don’t know where we’re going, but I’m pretty sure it’s a filming location for one of the Friday the 13th movies. Some crazy people would say that forests and mountains are beautiful, but to me the outdoors are just plain creepy. I see forests and I think of maniacs wielding chainsaws. You never hear of psychotic, crazed killers in movies striking at the mall. No. The freaky killers who turn their victims into wax do it way out in the country somewhere far away from Banana Republic.

After I’m pretty sure that the bus is going to be attacked by ax-wielding psycho killers, we turn off the main street onto a dirt road. You heard me. Dirt road. As in—no pavement. Lovely. My parents are blowing my college tuition on some delinquent academy, and they can’t even cough up enough cash for asphalt. I glance at my phone again. Still no reception. Where are we? Even at Camp Poison Ivy, I had two bars on my phone.

We’re bounced around enough to give us whiplash (and for Pyro to drop his lighted lighter three times), and just when I’m pretty sure I’m going to hurl, we reach the Bard Academy gate—a black metal archway with the Bard Academy logo painted in silver on top. The campus beyond looks like some sort of college brochure. That is, if it was the Crypt Keeper University.

All the buildings are old and Gothic, made of white stone and decorated with gargoyles. God, who designed this place? The Addams Family?

We speed by some groups of students who are wearing the Bard Academy uniform—pleated, navy blue skirts for the girls, navy pants for the boys, both wearing navy blue sweaters with Bard Academy patches on the arm. It’s less prep school chic and more military school blech. The pants look like they’re made of polyester. I am so not wearing man-made fabrics. Mom, who changes clothes as often as I do, wouldn’t approve of artificial fibers, either. There are some things you can sacrifice in the name of personal growth. Breathable fibers isn’t one of them.

Thompson comes to a skidding halt in the middle of the neatly kept lawn, two heavy tire marks marring the otherwise pristine commons. The sudden stop sends my backpack skidding forward, and my CD player flies out, along with the battery lid and two Duracells. As Thompson gets up, he steps on the cover, breaking it.

“Hey,” I shout at him. “What are you doing!”

“You can’t use it here, anyway,” he tells me. “Now out with you, you brats.”

After I step off the bus, I hear Thompson ask the Goth kids if “they’re holding.” They hand over a couple of little white pills. Drugs! Our bus driver had been asking if I had any drugs! I don’t believe it. Then it dawns on me.

This is awesome.

This is my ticket out of this little horror movie. I am not going to spend even a week here when Dad hears about this. He may not win any Father of the Year awards, but he’s got a thing about drugs. In fact, one of his only attempts at parenting involved sitting me down when I was twelve and telling me that alcoholism runs in our family and that I shouldn’t try alcohol or drugs because I could get addicted easily.

He told me this as if I didn’t notice that Grandma Colleen was always drunk at Christmas, or how she shook before she had her morning cocktail—vodka and orange juice.

I tried to tell Dad he doesn’t have to worry about me. I may have tried alcohol, but the key word there is “tried,” and given the whole Tyler fiasco, I’m not going back for another round of Everclear anytime soon, thanks. And I’m not going to try any drugs. People on drugs act stupid.

I step off the bus and see what has to be a teacher standing in front of what looks like the campus chapel. He’s a burly guy with a white beard wearing what looks like a coach’s uniform, complete with cap and whistle. Something about the shape of his head and shoulders reminds me of my dad. I decide instantly that I don’t like him. While I watch, he lights up a cigarette, takes a big drag, and then slips his hand into his pocket and takes out a silver flask, which he un-screws and swigs. Wow. Breakfast of Champions, Grandma Colleen style. And he’s this school’s coach? What next? The school nurse is hooked on crystal meth?

He catches me staring at him, and he momentarily lowers his flask. He looks like he recognizes me, but I don’t see how that’s possible. We’ve never met.

He stares at me for a beat, taking another drag of his cigarette. He smokes it down to a nub and then drops it underfoot and crushes it.

“Well? What are you waiting for? Inside,” he tells me, ushering me toward the church door.








Three



Inside the chapel, it feels colder than outside, which is strange. The walls are covered with stained glass windows, except instead of Christian scenes, they look like scenes from famous books. I recognize the Romeo and Juliet balcony scene, because our school did that play last year. But the others are sort of lost on me. A lot of them have people dying in sword fights. There’s serious impaling going on. I’m sure some of the Goth students are in freaky-freak heaven in here.

I’m trying to figure out what religion the chapel is supposed to represent, but as near as I can tell it represents none of them. There aren’t any holy symbols, just ones of literature. In fact, above the altar, there’s a giant stained glass quill pen picture. Weird. Below the pen, there’s a quote from Shakespeare. It says, “I wasted time, and now doth time waste me.”
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