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TO KELLY MILNER HALLS, WHO IS ONE OF THE BIGGEST REASONS I WRITE ABOUT FRIENDSHIPS
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THE FIRST DAY IN THE HOLE




BEING ALONE IN THE DARK, IN A HOLE, ON THANKSGIVING DAY, IS NOT MUCH FUN; OR, OH WELL!


This all starts with my first enormous truth, which was a hole.

When I was four years old, on Thanksgiving Day, I fell into a very deep, very small hole.

There were things in that hole. Things besides just me and dirt.

Some people can’t remember anything at all from when they were four years old. It seems like most people’s memories begin when they’re in kindergarten or first grade.

I can remember things that happened to me when I was only two.

For example, I remember the first time I met Karim—just after he and his family moved into the house down the road from ours. That happened when I was two. But for years I could not remember what happened to me when I fell into that hole.

Now I can.

People say I’m smart. It’s not my fault, though. I never tried to be smart. To be honest, which is something I always do try to be, I stopped being able to talk after I got out of the hole, so I started school late, when I was seven. It was like being in a race, where every other boy and girl had a two-year head start on me.

At least Karim always stuck with me, until we couldn’t stick anymore.

The hole I fell into was an old well.

In Blue Creek, Texas, which is where I live, everyone calls the hole an abandoned well, but that’s a strange way to describe a well. Nobody ever lived there and then moved out of it. It wasn’t a former pet, like a dog someone leaves out in the desert because they can’t take care of it anymore. So it’s hard for me to understand how a well can be “abandoned.”

What I fell into was a hole that nobody bothered to point out to me was still there and was also still a hole. A very deep one.

That day, Karim and I were running around in the woods behind his house with some older boys from the neighborhood, playing a game called Spud with a soccer ball that had gone flat.

If this older kid named James Jenkins, who nobody liked and everyone was afraid of, hadn’t thrown the ball so high before Karim could catch it and yell Spud!, I would not have taken that last step (which wasn’t a step, to be honest, since planet Earth was not beneath my foot), and I would not have been swallowed up by a hole.

But that’s what happened, and I fell.

I felt my left shoe come off.

Everything went dark.

Somewhere above me, Karim yelled, “Spud!”

And I kept falling.

As scary as falling into an abandoned well might sound when you aren’t in the middle of falling into one, I remember feeling far more confused than frightened as I slipped farther and farther down beneath the surface of Texas.

Falling seemed to take forever.

I hit things, and dirt got into my mouth and nose. My jeans twisted around, and my T-shirt got pulled up around my shoulders. Somehow, my feet ended up above me and my head pointed down.

As I fell, I worried about Mom and Dad, and how they were going to be mad at me.

I stopped tumbling.

Everything smelled and tasted like dirt.

And I was upside down, lying like a capital J, looking up at my feet and a fist-size patch of blue, which would have been the afternoon sky above the hole I fell through.

I spit mud out of my mouth.

I yelled. “Hey!”

I tried to move, to pull myself up.

“Karim! Hey!”

Then the walls around my shoulders seemed to widen out, and I fell again.

The second trip was shorter than the first, and this time I hit what must have been the flat bottom of the well. I lay on my side with my arms curled around my head. Little bits of dirt and pebbles sprinkled down on me from the walls above. It sounded like rain. I shut my eyes.

That was when I started being much more scared than confused.

It was also when I started to cry, which made mudslides all over my face. When you’re four, it really isn’t a big deal if you cry, right? I mean, unlike when you’re a boy in middle school, when it becomes a completely different issue with all kinds of costly consequences.

So I’m not embarrassed to say I cried. But let me make it clear: I was four, and I was at the bottom of a very deep hole.

I didn’t think I was hurt, but I wasn’t really sure, either.

I lay there for so long, just holding my head and trying to think about what had happened to me, and why this hole was here in the first place, but nothing made much sense.

I was completely alone.

It was Thanksgiving Day, and Mom and Dad were going to be so mad at me.

I may have gone to sleep.



HOW TO PROVE YOU’RE A UNICORN


It starts with digging.

Scritch scritch scritch!

Scritch scritch scritch!

I opened my eyes.

Something else was in there with me.

That’s kind of like the paradox of being in a hole: You don’t want to be alone, but then when something all-of-a-sudden shows up, you don’t want any company, either.

Scritch scritch scritch!

Whatever it was, the thing that was with me in the hole was digging. And I thought, Well, that was fast. Maybe someone has already come to pull me out. Maybe Mom and Dad won’t be so mad at me after all.

I felt something brush against my foot—the one without the shoe.

I jerked my leg back and turned over. There was just enough room for me to sit up. I had dirt in my mouth, and when I wiped my hand across my lips, they got dirtier.

Scritch scritch scritch!

“Hello?”

For some reason that still confuses me, I whispered it.

Why would anyone whisper when you’re stuck below the surface of Texas inside an abandoned well? It wasn’t like I was in a library or something.

“Hello? Are you here to help me?”

More digging by my feet. Then a dark, pointed object emerged through the dirt of the well’s wall. It was the snout of an armadillo, and he was burrowing his way into my abandoned well.

The armadillo stopped. His nose was just an inch from my sock. He sniffed.

“Hmm . . . A boy. What do you think you’re doing down here?” the armadillo asked.

Not bothering to think about why an armadillo was talking to me, I said, “I think I fell down a hole and ended up someplace I am not allowed to be.”

I wiped at the mud under my nose and looked up at the small bit of sky—so far above me. Maybe I was asleep, I thought. Maybe this was a dream. Maybe I was dead and this was what being dead is like: being stuck inside a very deep hole with a talking armadillo.

And I thought, If I am dead, would an armadillo be something you would expect to find in heaven, or in (excuse me) hell?

I said, “And what are you doing down here? I never knew armadillos dug so far down.”

The armadillo snorted and corrected me. “Well, that’s where you’re wrong, kid. Besides, I am not an armadillo.”

I said, “Oh?”

And the armadillo said, “I’m a unicorn.”

I may have only been four years old at the time, but I knew enough to know that I was talking to an armadillo, and that unicorns did not exist.

“No such thing,” I argued.

“That’s what you say,” the armadillo said.

“You’re an armadillo.”

The armadillo shook his snout. A little dirt fell down from the side of the well.

“Don’t make a cave-in,” I said.

“Unicorns never do bad things to little kids,” the armadillo said.

“But what about armadillos?”

The armadillo sighed. “Look. I can prove to you that I’m really a unicorn.”

I pointed out the obvious shortcoming. “But you don’t have a horn.”

The armadillo scratched the beard on his chin with a dirty front claw.

“It’s molting season,” he said. “And besides, lots of things that aren’t unicorns have horns. Like rhinoceroses and narwhals, for example. The best way to prove you’re a unicorn is this: Unicorns poop rainbows. Hang on, I can prove it.”

Then the armadillo tucked himself back inside the hole he’d dug. I heard him turning around in there, and I was wondering—but not really wondering—what he was going to do. The reason I wasn’t wondering too much was that I thought a rainbow might actually make this deep dark hole a bit more cheerful.

Everyone likes rainbows.

After a few seconds, out poked the armadillo’s tail, which looked like a bunch of thread spools strung together on a line. The tip of the tail poked me in the foot.

“Ready for the rainbow?” asked the armadillo, whose head was hidden inside his tunnel.

“I guess,” I said.

I was really hoping for a rainbow.

But the armadillo (excuse me) pooped, right on my foot.

It was definitely not a rainbow.

“Hey! Quit that!” I said. I tried to pull my legs up toward my chest, but there was so little room to move around in that hole.

I was stuck in a very deep hole, and I was being pooped on by an armadillo. It was not a good day.

The armadillo laughed and laughed.

“Ha ha ha! It works every time! Humans believe anything they hear! Ha ha!”

Fresh armadillo (excuse me) poop stinks really bad, especially when you’re trapped inside an abandoned well with it.

The armadillo’s tail (and his [excuse me] butt) disappeared back inside the burrow he’d dug, and then out popped his face once again, all smiling and laughing at me.

“Oh man! Oh man, I crack myself up! Ha ha!” chuckled the armadillo. “Rainbows! Ha ha!”

Then he calmed down and took a deep breath and sighed. He said, “Hey. You aren’t crying, are you?”

I didn’t answer him.

Because I was crying. It was all too much: being trapped and alone, inside a hole on Thanksgiving Day, and getting pooped on by a nasty armadillo-fake-unicorn-liar who was laughing at me. Besides, I was only four, so crying was okay.

“Aww, now, don’t cry,” the armadillo said. “You’re making mud all over. It was just a joke.”

Excuse me, but armadillo poop is not a good joke.

The armadillo crawled out of his hole. He patted my knee with his front leg, which had claws that looked like enormous, dirty, old-person thick toenails. “You’re missing a shoe,” he said. “And your pants are about backward. Um. You’re a mess.”

I tried straightening my clothes out. I could barely move, and there wasn’t a thing I could do about my missing shoe.

“What’s your name, kid? My name’s Bartleby.”

I didn’t care what his name was.

I did not like Bartleby, even if he was suddenly trying to be nice to me.

“That was really mean,” I said. “I don’t like you.”

Bartleby stuck his armadillo lips out in an armadillo pout.

He said, “Oh. I apologize. Really. I’m sorry, kid.”

Bartleby took a breath and looked around inside our extremely cramped space. “So. Aren’t you going to tell me your name?” he asked.

I said, “Sam Abernathy.”

“Nice to meet you, Sam Abernathy!” Bartleby said.

And as soon as Bartleby spoke my name, down the mouth of the well from up above us came something like an echo.

“Sam?”

I looked up.

“Sam? Are you in there?”

It was my best friend, Karim, calling down to me. He must have found my shoe where I’d fallen into the hole, and then figured out that I wasn’t invisible, but instead was a victim of gravity combined with a poor choice for water sources.

That happened about seven years ago. I’m eleven now, and in middle school. But I still think about those days I spent at the bottom of the abandoned well.

I think about them every day.

•  •  •

They plugged the hole up eventually.

Everyone in Blue Creek calls it Sam’s Well.

Some people still wear the T-shirts from seven years ago that say PRAY FOR SAM.

Every time I see a PRAY FOR SAM T-shirt, I feel like crawling into a hole.
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EIGHTH GRADE




TOP OF THE MIDDLE SCHOOL FOOD CHAIN


This starts with time travel.

I have an idea for a reality television show.

The show follows an eleven-year-old boy named Sam Abernathy, who’s been jumped ahead during the first week of the school year, catapulted directly from sixth into eighth grade.

The show is called Figure It Out, Kid!

We are entirely uncertain whether or not the kid makes it out alive.

Except I would never want to be on television, unless if it was maybe on a cooking show.

I like to cook, even if my dad and mom wish I would be more focused on other things.

The thing is, going from elementary school to middle school is like going from riding a bicycle with training wheels one day to flying a passenger jet the next. And nobody tells you anything to prepare you for it, because you’re evidently supposed to just figure it out, kid. And when the overnight jump is from sixth to eighth grade, it’s like flying a passenger jet blindfolded.

It’s not just me they fail to tell certain key pieces of information to; it’s everyone. The problem is, all the other kids had a two-year head start on figuring things out for themselves, but I am stuck.

It seems like it was only last June that I was in fifth grade.

Well, it seems like it because last June I actually was in fifth grade. And then, during the first week of sixth grade at Dick Dowling Middle School, they brought me in for tests, and then they brought me in for tests again, and again after that, until I found myself in eighth grade, surrounded by giants and talking monsters with acne.

The first thing they didn’t tell me about: The paradox of eighth grade is that you really want to be in eighth grade, because it is the top of the Middle School Food Chain, but when you are in eighth grade, you can’t think of anywhere that could possibly be a worse place to be, including the bottom of an abandoned well.

The second thing they didn’t tell me about was this: In middle school, you have, like, six different teachers in one day, and some of the teachers are men.

I mean, I knew that men were allowed to be teachers, at least according to television shows and stuff, but I had never actually had a grown-up man as a teacher. So when I crash-landed in Mr. Mannweiler’s eighth-grade homeroom, it almost felt as though I’d been drafted into the army, or put under arrest, or sent to prison or something—especially because, at Dick Dowling Middle School, all the homeroom classes were boys-only or girls-only.

Mr. Mannweiler had an intimidating name, and his homeroom class smelled like damp socks. Mr. Mannweiler told me on my first day in his class I was the smallest eighth grader he’d ever seen. All the other boys laughed. Some of them made dumb jokes with their goofy man voices and bouncing Adam’s apples and pretended they couldn’t see me. That would have been fine with me.

One of the boys drew a picture of what I assume was supposed to be me at the bottom of the well. But the drawing looked more like a digestive tract, with me inside a stomach. Another kid wrote “Pray for Sam” on Mr. Mannweiler’s whiteboard.
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Small towns have big memories.

(Excuse me.)

We are not allowed to say swear words. I say Excuse me when I feel like swearing.

So, my first day of eighth grade was horrible. My mom came to school with me, to make sure I’d be okay. She stayed in the lobby of the school’s office and waited there for me to check in with her between every class. It was very tiring, walking back and forth all day, carrying a pack of books that weighed a ton, and pretending that everything was perfectly fine when I was actually so nervous, I didn’t know what to say besides just saying Excuse me. The truth is, moms can’t do anything for you if things aren’t okay when you’re in middle school.

I think middle school is the time in life when you first start to develop the grown-up habit of pretending everything’s fine when it really is not.

It seemed to me that everyone thought they knew what was best for Sam—what was the right place for him. But ever since those days I spent alone (or not alone) at the bottom of the “abandoned” well, I felt as though everything was just a little bit off. Now, in eighth grade, I began to feel as though I’d been transported to a strange planet where nothing was right. My best friend was two grades behind me, beginning on Monday I was expected to be in the eighth-grade Boys’ PE class (which was completely different from sixth-grade PE class), my parents signed me up for Science Club without asking me if I even wanted to be in the stupid Science Club, and I had to miss the weekend working at my family’s miniature golf course because Dad had made plans to take me survival camping alone with him on Saturday morning.

None of this was very Sam, in my opinion.

Nobody knew what would have been Sam, if choices had been left up to me.

But one of the biggest things they didn’t tell me about: Being in the same grade as James Jenkins is even scarier than living in the same small town with him.

Maybe deep down I still blamed James Jenkins for throwing the ball so high, and for my falling into that well when I was four years old.

(Excuse me.)



JAMES JENKINS, MURDERER


It starts when you’re afraid of things but can’t really explain why.

James Jenkins walks like a murderer. He combs his hair like a murderer. James Jenkins chews Goldfish crackers for a really long time, which is something only a murderer would do.

James Jenkins has this weird way of turning his head. He pivots his whole upper body like his neck’s in a brace, so he always keeps his chin pointing directly forward like the prow of a ship that is going to murder you.

Who does that?

Nobody does that, except murderers.

And James Jenkins walks slowly. Not the kind of slow that says, I’m holding up traffic. It’s the kind of slow that says, I am not going to be out of breath when I catch up to you and murder you.

Every boy at Dick Dowling Middle School in Blue Creek, Texas, is afraid of James Jenkins—even his friends.

Hayley Garcia, who is the president of the Dick Dowling Middle School Science Club (which I did not choose to join, but was forced into), told me that James Jenkins only wants someone to show him kindness and love. Kindness and love never saved the life of a fly trapped in a spider’s web, though.

There are things I want to point out regarding James Jenkins.

First, I have scary dreams about him.

In one of my dreams, I am upstairs at my great-grandmother’s old house in Plano, and I’m alone. It’s the middle of the night, and the electricity goes out.

When the electricity goes out and you’re alone inside a scary dream involving James Jenkins, you can only hope you will wake up before IT HAPPENS.

Even though it’s dark, I can see, because that’s how things happen in dreams, especially scary ones. I can see, and I know James Jenkins is there in the house with me. He is staring at me from the corner of the room I’m in, just like a murderer. James Jenkins is staring at me, and he is chewing Goldfish crackers—really slow, chewing and chewing. In the dream, James Jenkins is standing beside the dresser that has my great-grandmother’s Grammy Award for Best Gospel Song. It’s terrifying. Not the Grammy, or the Goldfish crackers—James Jenkins, that’s what’s terrifying. And the song, too—that’s a little terrifying. I need to run away from James Jenkins, but everything seems like it’s stuck in ultraslow motion. But I manage to get out of the room and run (in ultraslow motion) for the stairs.

And James Jenkins, who walks very slowly anyway, follows after me—ultraslow and not moving his head, chewing and chewing his Goldfish crackers—just like a murderer.

Then the dream turns into a television commercial for one of those electric-chair things that help people go up and down stairs. It’s called a Climb So Happy®, which, for whatever reasons, has been installed on my great-grandmother’s staircase. So I use it to try to get away from James Jenkins, who walks so slowly, he never gets closer than two stair steps away from me.

It is the slowest, most terrifying chase scene ever, and it’s dumb, too, because the nightmare power failure apparently only affected the lights.

Then a voice narrates over the horror of the extremely slow, questionably electrified chase, announcing that if you order a Climb So Happy® by calling their toll-free number in the next fifteen minutes, they will throw in a seat belt and cushion for free.

So I look down and see that I am not wearing a seat belt because SOMEONE obviously did not order this Climb So Happy® in fifteen minutes so they could get the free seat belt, which makes me even more scared, and also uncomfortable, since they didn’t get the free cushion, either.

What if I fell off? My mom and dad would get so mad at me.

Great-grandma, too, I mean if she were alive.

That was when I woke up: just before James Jenkins could catch up to me and the slowest electric stair-climbing chair without a seat belt or cushion ever invented in history.

The second thing about James Jenkins is this: He has dark peach fuzz growing out of his face, and on his body, too, and he was held back last year, so he’s fourteen years old, in eighth grade for the second time.

James Jenkins is in eighth grade and he is practically a man.

And I am in eighth grade, and I’m an eleven-year-old tadpole who likes to cook and is deeply terrified of two things: being trapped inside small spaces, and a fourteen-year-old man-boy named James Jenkins.

And James Jenkins is not only in Mr. Mannweiler’s homeroom with me, he also has a locker right next to mine in TWO PLACES: in the main hallway outside the library, and in the boys’ locker room, for PE.

(Excuse me.)



AVOIDING THE DANCE, AT ALL COSTS


We start with heartbreak and wild mushrooms.

“I’m breaking up with Faye McMahon,” Karim said.

Faye McMahon was Karim’s second breakup since the start of summer.

Karim always had girlfriends—going all the way back to third grade, which was the first year he and I were actually in the same class together, due to all I’d gone through following the well disaster and not being able to talk, and the whole Pray for Sam campaign.

It was the end of my second day in eighth grade. It was Friday afternoon, and I was at Karim’s house, making a snack in his kitchen. The “snack” I was preparing was macaroni and artisanal cheese with a wild-mushroom pesto. I was actually trying to load up on as much food as I could eat before my survival campout trip in the morning with Dad.

There was almost nothing I wouldn’t rather do than go survival camping, including falling down an abandoned well, or getting murdered by James Jenkins.

“Why are you breaking up with Faye?” I asked.

Karim shook his head. “They never told me they were going to have a dance next week. What if Faye was expecting me to go with her? I never want to go to a dance as long as I live.”

“They never tell us anything about anything,” I said.

But they were having the Back-to-School Dance at Dick Dowling Middle School next week. There were signs for it hanging up all over the school. Mom and Dad had already been asking me about it, already tried to pressure me into going.

They bought me new clothes. New, eighth-grade, going-to-a-school-dance clothes.

“I’ll adjust. I’ll move on,” Karim said. “But I won’t dance.”

“You’re lucky,” I said. “Nobody forces you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“They make me clean my room,” Karim argued.

“Well. Besides that.”

“And flush the toilet.” And Karim added, “When I think about it, the list goes on and on.”

I nodded silently. Mom and Dad made me flush the toilet too.

I guess that makes me a conformist.

I wondered if there was anything I could do that might get me out of going to the Back-to-School Dance, or maybe out of survival camping with Dad.

Karim and I saw each other every day after school, and on the weekends, too. But now that he was in sixth grade and I was suddenly in eighth, there was already a lot of middle school social pressure on me to pretend he didn’t exist, to not be seen with him, especially when we were at school. And Karim was two months older than me—and taller, too—but things like that don’t make any difference in middle school.

Middle school society is strictly ordered by a caste system, and sixth graders are at the bottom.

They even make sixth graders eat lunch before the older kids at Dick Dowling Middle School do. I imagine that sending sixth graders out into the fields with a bunch of eighth graders would be like marching a few hundred baby ducklings through an alligator ranch at dinnertime.

In fact, my parents made me do pretty much everything I ever did without asking for my input—like moving ahead to eighth grade at Dick Dowling, or working weekends at my family’s miniature golf course, joining the Science Club, or going on survival campouts with Dad, for example.

But I got to cook at Karim’s house at least twice a week, always before his parents came home from work. Unlike me, Karim didn’t have any brothers or sisters. We’d always leave meals for his mom and dad, too, without telling them I was the one who’d prepared them.

Karim’s parents were convinced he was a brilliant chef.

I don’t think Karim even knew how to make ice.

My parents always discouraged me from wanting to cook. It’s not that they were cruel or bad, necessarily. They just kept telling me they wanted bigger things for my future—bigger things for the smallest eighth grader Mr. Mannweiler had ever seen.

Karim spooned a clump of macaroni and cheese with wild-mushroom pesto into his mouth.

“You know what I hate?” Karim said.

“People who talk with food in their mouth?” I guessed.

That made Karim laugh. He almost spit out his mouthful of food.

I tried again: “Faye McMahon?”

Karim shook his head. “No. I don’t hate Faye. I am just not going to be forced to go to a dance with her. What I hate is mushrooms, anytime anyone other than you cooks them.”

Karim is my best friend, but I know he’d never say things to me just to be nice. He understands me. He and his parents even set up a bathroom in an unused guestroom with an open door and an open window for me if I ever had to use the (excuse me) toilet when I visited. They know how bad my claustrophobia can be at times.

Karim said, “I’d never be able to cook like this. You better not ever move away. If my mom and dad find out I don’t know anything about cooking, they’ll probably want to adopt a kid who does.”

I shrugged. “Well, it’s pretty easy. Sometime when your parents are asleep, you should sneak down to the living room and watch the Cooking Channel.”

That’s what I did at my house, at least.

Karim took another bite and shook his head. “There’s something terribly wrong with sneaking to watch a food show.”

My parents were against the whole idea of me becoming a cook.



OUR P.O.A. IS S.F.W.F. AND H.


It starts at 2:41 a.m.

(Excuse me.)

“Sam? Survivor Sam, let’s wake up! It’s time for us to go,” Dad said.

Dad sat on the edge of my bed and shook my shoulder. He was a little too happy about waking up on a Saturday morning when it was still basically nighttime: 2:41 a.m. is a time on the clock that is too early to call morning, and you’d probably have to be really grown-up to think of it as late in the evening.

And I’d been having a really great dream about pasta with sea-urchin roe too.

Mom was in the kitchen, fixing a post-abandonment picnic breakfast for Dylan and Evie.

The smell of Mom’s cooking made me kind of mad. Dad’s rules for our survival campouts prohibited either of us from eating regular food at home on the morning of departure, because we were tough—a team—and we would be able to find plenty of sustenance in nature.

Nature gives you more than you will ever need, Dad explained.

That’s because Nature provides you with a lot of stuff you want to run away and hide from, if you ask me. And that’s more than anyone needs.

After all the trips we’d taken since last spring (it seemed like hundreds), our routine had become predictably uniform: They’d load my brother and sister into their safety car seats (Dylan was three, and Evie was a very small seven-year-old), and then Mom would drive Dad and me out to some random and remote place (this time it was Tingle-Heacock State Wilderness Area) and leave us for thirty-six hours with little more than the clothes on our backs.

We would be abandoned.

Then Mom would come back for us on Sunday evening.

If we were still alive, that is.

And before Mom, Dylan, and Evie drove off with their picnic and left us in the chilly and dark woods of Tingle-Heacock State Wilderness Area, Dad made his predictable joke: “Next time, we’re doing this without anything, Sam! Not even clothes! We could do it! Just like that television program! Maybe for three whole days!”

Like I said, I’d never want to be on TV, unless it was maybe a cooking show, but even then I would insist on having clothes.
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