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OCTOBER 9 ST. LOUIS, MO


Dear Miss Escobedo,

I know our weekly journals are supposed to be about current events and things that matter in the world, but right now the only thing that matters to me is a girl. A girl I know is The One. A girl who acts like she doesn’t give a shit about me when we both know she likes me back. So forgive me for addressing you directly. And for the bad language. And for turning an AP Gov assignment into a private diary. But here’s the thing—

The Girl called me a do-nothing.

She looked me square in the eye and said that I don’t care about the world and that’s why I’m not good enough for her. That there’s nothing that matters to me outside the bubble of my own life. That while people are out there protesting and fighting for causes they believe in—climate, health, education, inequality—I’m just another kid too busy surfing YouTube to care.

But she doesn’t get me.

I do care.

I care that our tennis season is wrecked by dust storms that never used to happen.

I care that summers are so hot no one wants to ride bikes anymore.

I care that Dad has to run school shooter drills every week at practice.

I care that AI makes me question everything that is real.

I care that no one talks at lunch because we’re all doom-scrolling on our phones.

I care that a Presidential election is happening with two old swamp trolls playing the greatest hits—states’ rights, gay rights, gun rights, whatever rights will bribe your vote—rather than acknowledging our world is going to hell.

I care that the climate is fucked, the debt is fucked, the system is fucked, and politicians are so old and corrupt, they’ll never fix anything because they know they’re gonna die before the shitstorm hits them in the face like the rest of us.

But you know what I care about most?

That in this world, being myself isn’t good enough anymore.

Not if I want to get The Girl.

I need a cause too.

Alright, then.

She wants to hear what I’d fight for?

Here it is—

The right to wake up and know the sun is gonna rise and the sun is gonna set and everything is going to be okay. The right to live and dream and explore and make mistakes and howl at the moon without being reminded over and over that our futures are doomed. The right to ride my bike and fish with Dad and play in the snow and get lost in the woods without the woods, fish, snow vanishing year by year. The right to look a girl in the eyes and tell her I love her without having to save the world first. The right to be 17 years young. That’s what I want. The right to BE YOUNG. Like everyone had once upon a time before old zombies in Washington trashed it all and left us the mess.

And you know what? If they won’t give us that right, we should take it back. The way they took it from us. Starting at the top. We should write in the name of someone who will actually FIX things. Someone who can make life good again. Someone YOUNG. Someone who doesn’t want to be a politician, who doesn’t want to be famous, who will get shit done because they have nothing to lose. Someone like… me. Ha. There’s a cause to get behind! But seriously—why not? Doesn’t matter if the Constitution says the President has to be 35 years old. Being President can’t be harder than being a teenager in this world. Nothing can be harder than being a teenager in this world.

So go ahead. Write me in. Yes, we won’t win. Yes, we’ll drain votes from a “viable” side. Yes, we’ll piss everyone off. That’s the POINT of being young! REVOLT! RISE UP! Vote this teenage do-nothing for President. And show a girl what she’s missing along the way. Hoo-ah.

So if you’re still reading this, Miss Escobedo…

That’s my cause.

That’s what I’d shout from the rooftops for everyone to hear.

Maybe then The Girl would hear me.

But how? How do you talk to the world when you have no power? When you’re just a young nobody trying to show he cares?

Well, hell…

Isn’t that what YouTube is for?
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OCTOBER 26 MILWAUKEE, WI


Dear Miss Escobedo,

I’ve been trying to find time to do my current events journal, but as you know, things are a weeeeeeee bit out of control right now—

That video is at 8.2 billion views, which is funny because I posted it to make a girl like me, and now everyone wants a piece of me… except The Girl it was for.

Until that post, I had two best friends and maybe a dozen other kids at school who could pick me out of a lineup, but suddenly the whole world knows who Benton Young is, from my favorite tennis player to the star of the new Iron Man movie to the grumpy traffic cop on Delmar, all spotted wearing “The Right to Be Young” on shirts and hats. In a couple weeks, I’ve gone from 144 followers to 96 million, our driveway stuffed with packages of free shit from brands trying to capitalize on my fame, everything from mountain bikes to tennis rackets to video game consoles to acne strips to prototype Air Jordans. (Dad sends all this back except the Jordans.) Saturday Night Live opens with a skit about Young Benton Young. Stencils of my face are vandalized onto courthouses. The President is asked about me at a state visit with the amused Indian Prime Minister. Congress starts calling my post a threat to national security. (In response, a remixed version spawns a viral Benton Dance.)

Truth is, writing this down for you, I realize how batshit bananas this all sounds. That I talked into camera to impress a girl and it blew up like a bottle rocket and now a bunch of people are going to vote for me for President of the United States.

At first, I ducked in like a turtle—stayed home from school, turned off my phone, and waited for it all to blow over. Just another viral joke. My gen’s way to troll the old trolls in Washington. But now I poke my head out of my shell and… that’s not what’s happening. I see the way people look at me. I see the way they invest in me, donations and bumper stickers and lawn signs and fiery manifestos that fill a million feeds. Like they were waiting for someone like me. Like they believe I can fix what’s broken. After years of staking claim to a party, of trusting in the system, they’re turning their back on Red and Blue, on Senator Skully and First Lady Mummer, both older than my grandparents, and instead putting faith in… a teenager.

A teenager with a black father, absent mother, unruly hair, and unpaid parking tickets. A teenager who isn’t an activist or a do-gooder. A teenager who never did Student Council or Impact International or Model UN, whose grasp of politics is limited to AP Gov and late-night games of World at War. A teenager who can’t even vote!

Why?

I’m no holy messenger. I can’t parallel park. I wear discount boxers. I read old Encyclopedia Brown books for fun. I’m not special. I’m not hip. In real life, no one aspires to be me.

And yet, every day—more views, more comments, more messages. People are carrying the neon Nuke Colas that I drink. They’re dyeing and crimping their hair into my curly, coppery mop. More kids are playing tennis. Like all of a sudden, I’m a one-man brand of cool.

I don’t understand it.

But I can feel it, the way you hear a volcano roar before it blows.

Pundits are saying I’ll get 1%. That the young are too unfocused, undisciplined, to deliver any more.

I think they got us wrong.

They don’t know how angry we are.

Because if everyone young is feeling what I’m feeling… about growing up too fast… about never getting to feel young…

Then I’m betting on 4 or 5%.

Enough to throw a wrench into old Red and Blue.

Enough to teach the world to take us more seriously.

And maybe make a girl take me more seriously too.

Meanwhile, my two best friends, Freddy and Jax, could not be handling this more differently. (You know Freddy Navarro… third period with me… slouched, grumpy, usually in a superhero T-shirt; Jax Berquist isn’t in AP, but you’ve seen him around… red hair pulled up like a flame… all his shirts a little too tight… like a beefier version of that cartoon character Tintin.) Just FaceTimed with them on the way to the airport—

“Where you at, Ben Ten? Still in Kansas City?” Jax says.

“About to fly to Milwaukee. Did that fundraiser with the Chiefs last night. So damn cool. Raised a bunch of money for city youth programs, plus they made me a jersey. Now heading to the Wisconsin State Fair. They want me to encourage kids to go into farming. If we don’t boost the number of young farmers by 40% in the next 10 years, we’ll all be living on saltines and fake meat.”

“Not only does he pretend to be political to get a girl, now he’s believing his own bullshit!” Freddy marvels, the gel off his black block of hair catching light. “First YouTube, next stop, OnlyFans.”

I spit out my Nuke soda.

“Thank God Freddy set his Insta to private, or we’d all be canceled,” Jax cracks, wearing a hat that says FIRST FRIEND OF THE UNITED STATES.

“I’m serious, Benny.” Freddy’s scruffy cheeks fill the frame. “Whole point of social media is to sell shit or show your ass. And here you’re using it to virtue signal a chick who’s never gonna be into you. A chick who is all wrong for you. No wonder you broke America!”

“He didn’t break anything,” says Jax, blinking baby blues. “No one likes Skully or Mummer. They’re corrupt, business-as-usual politicians who are a thousand years old. Benny tapped into something the whole country is feeling. More than just us. There’s a new challenge to pick a name for our party, and kids are doing it in Brazil and Poland and Thailand and all kinds of other places, like they want in on it too. The girl’s another story. I’m with Freddy on that one. Definitely wrong for you, B.”

“Then you’ll be happy to know that ‘chick’ is ignoring me,” I say.

“Didn’t get the girl, but got the rest of the world instead,” Jax chimes.

“Stop brownnosing, you fop. Rest of the world doesn’t mean shit to us. I want my best friend back. I want my Benny,” says Freddy. “So ride this train to the end of the line and come home, B. Still have our last World at War game on pause—we can’t let that damn volcano blow us up again. And for the record, I only set my Insta to private because people keep stalking my tag off Benny’s photos and I don’t want randos following me, unlike Jax who is using his best friend to get dudes and flashing his balls for likes!”

“I posted one shirtless pic and you won’t let it go.” Jax sighs.

“You wore American flag Speedos and painted Benny’s name on your abs!” Freddy retorts.

“It’s called appealing to our generation to get votes,” Jax defends.

“It’s called thirsting for gays,” says Freddy.

“Listen, I just got to the airport…” I lie, hanging up.

A new message pops up from Dad.

Voice note.

2 minutes and 22 seconds.

Oh God.

“You got to go back to school, Benton,” he spouts, taking a deep breath that I know means a rant, the kind he texts his players on the regular. “Tomorrow is two weeks since you’ve been in class. Your senior fall? When you should be raising your grades and playing your best tennis and writing your essays for Vanderbilt and Michigan and the rest of the schools we spent weeks touring? And here you are, skipping school to be… famous? Let me tell you a story about Jeremy Lin. Bench player for the New York Knicks. No one cared a lick about Jeremy Lin. Then for one month, Jeremy Lin gets hot. Eggs-on-a-skillet hot. So hot he’s on every newspaper, every magazine, every billboard in Times Square. Linsanity, they called it. Linsanity! But then… Jeremy Lin starts missing shots. Hurts his knee. Too much pressure. Jeremy Lin goes cold. All those endorsements, all that Hollywood, all that loooove from the interwebs? Poof! A month of glory and where is he now? Counting the coin he saved and thankful for his education. Same goes for you, son. Being a meme candidate for President of the United States is not a thing. Hell, I won’t even vote for you, because I don’t want to waste my vote. And if your daddy won’t vote for you, then you best keep those grades up and do your squats for tennis and call Grandma Jo on Sundays because in a matter of days, whether you like it or not, you’ll be back to real life, drowning in all the homework and college applications you were too famous to do.”

Click.

Thanks, Dad.

Not that I can respond, since his phone doesn’t accept audio messages, ensuring a one-way conversation. (There’s a reason he’s coached Rockport Prep to eight state finals.)

I know he’s right, of course.

This is a Cinderella moment, and midnight is coming.

But isn’t the point of being Cinderella to enjoy it while it lasts? Wouldn’t Jeremy Lin still have shot his shot, knowing how it would end? School is meant to prepare you for the real world. And I’m having an impact in that real world, no matter how short-lived. Homework can wait. Except your assignments, of course—so here I am, punching keys, rat-a-tat-tat for you, Miss Escobedo, in between voter turnout drives with the pop group Sisyphus and hosting a flood relief telethon in Houston and judging the International Science Fair in Tucson and rope lines and rallies in state after state, not to mention the talk shows and photo shoots and interviews (Teen Vogue, Rolling Stone, Men’s Fitness?!) and fancy dinners and galas with tech bros and young money funding TV ads in my name.

I text The Girl pics and clips from all of these.

I know she sees them.

She’s the sole reason any of this is happening.

But she doesn’t text or call back.

From what I can tell, she doesn’t care at all.

So who’s the Do-Nothing now?
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NOVEMBER 7 ST. LOUIS, MO


Dear Miss Escobedo,

I can only imagine how many current events journals you’re getting this week about Election Day. Journals from kids who barely noticed me, now having to do homework about me. Hoo-ah. But seriously—I hope you perk up reading mine. Not just because I’m the one living these current events. But because I want you to have the real story. A story I think only you can understand.

Truth is, election results won’t be in until later tonight, but I don’t care.

There will be joy in losing.

Let’s rewind to this morning.

I get up at 6:15 a.m., dry-mouthed, fogged in the head, so crashed by adrenaline after four sleepless weeks that I’m like a busted Chevy trying to juice an empty tank. Kept the window open all night to ride the freakish fall heat wave, but today my bed is coated with soot. Perks of wildfire smoke. Outside, I hear Dad yelling because he can’t get to practice with all the TV trucks boxing him in. Eventually I slum it to the shower, trying to reconcile my oily, groggy feeling with the fact millions of girls suddenly think I’m hot. (“Mass insanity. You have no chest, scrawny legs, and a big ass,” Freddy growls.) Shower blast revs me up, my mojo creeping back. One last day, I think. Emperor’s about to lose his clothes. I wrangle my hair, mull an outfit (Prada, Hugo Boss send swag; I stick to baggy shirt, chinos), then scarf egg tacos Dad left behind, before I swipe a cold Nuke Cola and hop my bike to ride the three miles to school, smog sapping my lungs, a cavalcade of press trailing after me like I’m the Pied Piper.

Lincoln High is officially a poll site, a few hundred supporters outside, clutching cans of Nuke and signs quoting my video—“Being Prez can’t be harder than being a teenager!” “Hoo-ah!” “REVOLT!”—and everywhere I look, people hold up two fingers, the symbol for Revolting Youth, the newly named party of which I am rebel leader. (It started when I held up two fingers on a Teen Vogue cover—titled “Disturbing the Peace”—and it took off, the V for peace now a Y for youth.) I lock up my bike and approach school, the same school I’ve entered a thousand times, but today I enter to cheers, here to cast my vote for President, a vote that won’t even count because I’m ten months shy of eighteen. Still, the moment is captured by an army of photographers, jostling for the perfect shot, since this is the end of the run for The Kid.

No class today, but students all come anyway, lurking around corners to get a glimpse of me—me, who they didn’t give two shits about, now baiting cheerleaders and prom kings out of bed.

Dad never understood why I wasn’t one of those prom kings. To him, I was tall, smart, athletic. He couldn’t understand why my grades weren’t higher, why my tennis wasn’t better, why I wasn’t fighting girls off, a Big Man on campus like he was. Instead, I was fine being middle of the pack, far from the spotlight. But now all this. Not just jumping into the spotlight but swallowing it whole. How do I explain it? That falling for a girl off-limits flipped my switch. That this girl—so out of my league I’m afraid to tell you her name—came down from the clouds and found me. Like she saw something in me no one else could. Not Dad. Not Mom. Only she could bring me out of the shadows. Only she could make me feel safe enough to show all of myself. She… who isn’t talking to me anymore.

Bulbs flare, photographers call my name, snapping me out of my trance.

With crowds growing, I sneak away to find a private spot. Lincoln High is like a fishbowl, two stories of glass, sun snooping around like a flashlight. The secret hangout spots have been claimed: a reporter interviewing three of my classmates behind the lockers… two kids wet-kissing in the dark of a dead-end hall… They spot me, whip out their phones to catch a pic. I run out of the hall, into the atrium, more eyes from every corner. My breath shallows, sweat trickling down my ribs. I look left, right, rigid with panic. A hand grabs my arm—

“Follow me,” Principal Kelly says, pulling me so sternly, white hair and beard, it’s like being rescued by Uncle Sam himself. Turns out he’s cordoned off the faculty lounge as my space for the day. (He emailed me about it, he chastens, not knowing my inbox has been commandeered by bots and trolls.) Inside the windowless lounge, Principal Kelly’s gone overboard with cases of Nuke Cola, boxes of fancy coffee, and my favorite strawberry doughnuts from Pharaoh’s. (Is he reading my interviews?) Soon as he’s gone, I lock myself in the lounge bathroom. My phone buzzes angrily, the assigned tone of a hornet’s nest. Mom. I hit decline like I do on everything with her that’s not court-ordered. Sitting on the toilet, I close my eyes and exhale, 1-2-3-4, the same breathing routine Dad puts his team through when they’re down fourth quarter.

As I flush air in and out, I think of the one thing that calms me down. Encyclopedia Brown and his friends, riding bikes around town, solving neighborhood crimes. A bully cheating during a baseball game, a pair of stolen roller skates, a series of mysterious handprints… Encyclopedia B on every case until it’s closed. No smartphone sandbagging him. No parents warring at home. No apocalypse on the horizon. An ordinary American boy, living an ordinary American life. And yes, he’s just a character in a book, but that’s what my life was kinda like once. Walk to school with Dad, come home to Mom’s vanilla-cream sandwiches, adventure with friends until dinnertime. Never a worry in my little, copper-curled head.

But then one day, the Bad Things started. Not just puberty and hormones and stuff even young E.B. would face. But things no kid should have to deal with. Crimes too big to solve. At home. And out there. Everywhere I looked, the world getting darker, scarier, angrier, until I found a girl who I thought could save me, and instead she told me no, I have to try to save the dark, scary, angry world first. And I did what she said and now here I am, locked in a teachers’ bathroom, afraid to come out. 1-2-3-4, I breathe. Tomorrow it’s done. No more Bensanity. Back to the middle of the pack. A few more pictures and autographs and smiles and it’s all over. Soon no one will remember my name. Forcefully, I open my eyes, shove out the door—

Someone’s there.

Waiting for me.

Her.

The Girl.

The two of us in the empty lounge.

I freeze like a statue.

I lose my breath again.

Is this it?

Are we finally alone?

She gazes at me, blue eyes heavy with mascara, cheeks blushing and baby-full. A smile dances across her lips. In the sealed-off lounge, there is only silence, no cues to the world beyond, no reminder of what we are to each other outside this room.

“I—I—I tried to talk to you. For weeks. You won’t answer my messages,” I sputter. “I know you think we can’t be together. But I did all this for you. Everything. I wanted to prove it to you. That I’m not a do-nothing. That I’m worth being with. That I’m—”

She kisses me.

Her hands touching my chest.

The taste of strawberry fields.

Before she lets go.

My heart still in my mouth.

By the time I open my eyes, she’s gone, slipping by the sea of cameras that flash at me through the closing door, all none the wiser.

Hoo-ah!

All my doubts, all my fears, all my questions…

Swept away by a kiss.

Case closed, Young B.

Things are looking up.

Won’t tell Freddy or Jax.

Won’t tell a soul.

This is my secret. Our secret.

Remember I said there’ll be joy in losing?

I already won the prize.

Tonight, a President is elected.

Tomorrow, a Benton returns to school.

An ordinary American boy back to ordinary American life.

Only this time…

He’s got The Girl.
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NOVEMBER 8 ST. LOUIS, MO


Oh. No.
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JANUARY 20 WASHINGTON, D.C.


Dear Miss Escobedo,

How do you inaugurate a teenager as President of the United States? How do you gift the keys to the kingdom to a kid? And accept that unlike Doogie Howser, Richie Rich, or Harry Potter, this kid is real? That I, a high school senior who is ranked 31st in his class, who still has a curfew, who has no game with girls, who has issues with his dad, who has even more issues with his mom, who all in all is your run-of-the-mill, perfectly mediocre nobody… will now be the most powerful person in the world?

I’m writing this from the living room in Blair House, curled up on a velvet couch, barefoot in black Armani pants, my long arms specked with neon confetti, my shirt, shoes, and the rest of the borrowed suit strewn on the Turkish rug. A samurai sword hangs over the fireplace; bowls of pine cones and old mistletoe flood the room with Christmas scent; a creepy cuckoo clock hoots every half hour. Across the room, the TV plays CNN on low volume, crisis ticker blaring (CONGRESS CONVENES EMERGENCY SESSION… DOW FALLS 4000 POINTS… PENTAGON ASSURES ALLIES AMERICA IS STABLE…), while taped clips of me play, the sound of my voice turned to white noise.


“Sorry, guys, I know you all have questions. But I’ve only read the Supreme Court decision like you have and I’m told a military escort is on the way, so it’d be awesome if you could clear your cameras and vehicles and turn off your lights so my neighbors can sleep…”



Blair House is meant to be the president’s guest house, where visiting leaders stay, but for now I’m a guest myself, since the White House isn’t ready for me. Seems the former president assumed he’d stay in office with the election unresolved and didn’t prepare to leave. It isn’t just him. No one is prepared. For the last six weeks, the camps of First Lady Mummer and Senator Skully had been negotiating a resolution to the standoff—a Blue-Red split ticket that would let them share power and ice me out. But then Mummer betrayed Skully, secretly whipping enough votes to take office as President, and Skully and the Reds retaliated by having the court bring the hammer down… in my favor.

Two hours before Inauguration Day.

Which is why there are no inaugural balls or national anthem by a pop star. And why Dad, Freddy, and Jax can’t make arrangements to come up in time, not with Dad taking care of Grandma Jo after her knee operation and my friends fast asleep when it all goes down. (Dad texts me as I take off in the dead of dark—More Bensanity! Stay cool!—as if even with a military jet whisking me away, he still doesn’t believe it.) The eleventh-hour ruling is also why I’m here alone in mistletoe mansion, while Secret Service figures out my security detail and when to safely move me into the White House, given how many angry adults want me out. I can’t even call Dad or Freddy or Jax, not with an unsecure iPhone, which they swiped from me and promised to return in a few hours, a promise they’ve already broken. In the meantime, agents take shifts outside, occasionally flashing a light through the window at a shirtless, disheveled teenager on his MacBook, as if peeking into any home in America. (Except this laptop has no Wi-Fi, the condition for me keeping it.)

Miss Escobedo, I’m no longer your student. But truth is, I need somewhere to put my feelings, and knowing you’ll read them gives me courage to open up. Plus, Freddy says Presidential diaries earn millions, so that’s a selfish incentive to keep telling this tale.

Only there’s two types of diaries.

An honest diary, dangerously honest, that keeps my soul clean but has to be locked away forever. Or a diary that’s meant to be read and filters out all secrets and flaws.

I should be writing the second one. If I want to make money.

Which is why I have to write this to you.

Because you’ll keep me honest.

Because you’ll make this the first kind of diary.

So here goes—

I said no one was prepared for the inauguration.

No one, that is… except the youth.

At 12:02 p.m. this morning, under a hot swamp sun, I take my place on the Capitol steps, before a mob so ready and amped that the press deems the inauguration BenChella.

We’re used to eerily warm January spells, but this is a whole other level: hot young summer kicking old man winter in the teeth. People parade around the National Mall in bikinis and board shorts, all in that radioactive Nuke color that’s become the brand of Revolting Youth. Never mind the economy tanking, the government panicking, the world in disarray. Here it’s full-on tailgate.

A Nuke-neon foam party unleashes and kids dive into suds off the top of buses that trekked all night from schools nationwide. Revolting Youth merch is everywhere, shirts, socks, hats, towels, hoodies, stamped with a dog’s two-fingered salute, a meme that caught fire after Skully called us “a bunch of wild mutts.” Led in his mind by yours truly, the biggest mutt of all. (Hoo-ah.) There’s a grim, haunting quality to the dog, pitch-black with Nuke-bright eyes, both a rallying cry for all that we face and a Screw-You to Skully and his kind. A sharp contrast to the cheesy bobbleheads and Benton masks and mugs and flags, along with Benton tattoos on bare chests and butts. Snapchat hosts viewer-voted auditions to find my “First Girl.” Spectators shoot Nuke-colored confetti cannons and launch paper airplanes with résumés for Cabinet positions. Well-wishes from Revolting Youth worldwide beam onto the Washington Monument. A protest by angry geezers is spiked by frat boys with water balloons until punches are thrown, cops pulling old off young…

That this all started with The Girl is hard to fathom, since I haven’t heard from her in two months. Not since the kiss. After Election Day, I’d been doing school virtually to avoid the chaos of leaving my house and a circus of press staking out Lincoln High. Principal Kelly and I agreed it best to spare other students from being Ground Zero of a contested Presidential election. Which means The Girl and I are never again in the same room together. I see her on camera, of course, but she acts like I’m just another face in class. Our secret history erased. I check her Instagram, but no new posts, no new adds to her 320 followers. All the while, she ignores my texts, calls. As if the kiss never happened. As if her touch on my chest was a ghost’s.

How did I lose her? First, she accused me of being a do-nothing. But now did I do too much?

Maybe that’s why I feel empty inside. More than empty. Betrayed. I came out of my shell for her… I opened myself up… and now everyone but her has let me in.

The Chief Justice asks me to put my left hand on the Bible and my eyes search for her in the crowd, even if I know she won’t be there. Slowly, I let myself see other faces, this sea of young people, nuclear bright, cheering me on. My palm sweats on the Good Book, the voltage turning up inside me. I blink faster, like I’m snapped from a dream. Where am I? How did I get here? Is this really—

A scream detonates, high, bone-chilling, and I spin, the Bible falling from under my hand.

Someone’s running at me. A woman. Long white hair. Forest-green camo.

She’s holding a grenade.

Guards are chasing, but they’re too late. She’s ten feet away, pulling the pin—

BOOM! Nuke-colored paint explodes, drenching her head to toe, splatters hitting me with loud slaps.

Secret Service hauls her away before she gets any closer, bright orange dripping off her like alien blood, her mouth a dark hole, shouting, “Dragontail! Doomsday!”

That’s the last I see of her, vanished by black suits into the mob. The crowd’s full hype now, booing and jeering the wack job, the young bonded by the burst of violence, further proof the old needed to go. Quiet ripples back in. The tension broken. Nothing’s going to stop this now. Bible is found; Chief Justice resumes; hands dart in to wipe Nuke off my face.

My heart vaults into my ribs. The only real bomb gone off the adrenaline inside me. And with it, clarity. This is real. I’m about to be sworn in. Holy shit.

“Repeat after me,” says the Chief Justice. “I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the Office of the President of the United States…”

My hand shakes on the Bible.

How can I do this?

With everyone gazing up at me, tears in their eyes, like I belong here. When I so clearly don’t.

And yet…

I look at the splashes of Nuke on my clothes. Uniting me with the crowd.

What if they’re right?

What if I’m the one to take on problems that can’t be fixed? The politics that have become permanent?

Because those old trolls don’t get it. Politics is over. Waiting our turn is over. Now is the time to nuke the Old Ways and save the things that matter. Our planet. Our freedom. Our future.

Every young person dreams of the power to change the world. Starting today—I actually have it.

It’s crazy. Full-on, loony tunes crazy. But the more I think about it, the less crazy it seems. This world needs a teenager’s touch. A teenager who sees what everyone here sees. That life can still be beautiful and magical and filled with love. But only once the young have hope again.

I can do this, I tell myself.

I can be President.

Hunger and drive thrum inside me. High harmony to the low buzz of the crowd. An atomic strength and power I never knew I had, that maybe all of us have, if we give ourselves permission to feel it.

One look at the Chief Justice, and I say the words.

“I do solemnly swear…”

The low buzz becomes a roar.

Hours later, I still feel it, that flicker of belief, that symphony of something bigger, rattling my heart, stirring my courage, bucking me up for everything to come—until another flashlight blinds me through the Blair House window, reminding me I’m still a kid for one more night.

Tomorrow, they’re saying on TV.

Tomorrow, I move into the White House.

Tomorrow, it begins.




[image: A picture of the front page of London Mail newspaper with the headline THE KIDS ARE NOT ALRIGHT!]
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JANUARY 22 WASHINGTON, D.C.


Dear Miss Escobedo,

Dad was right not to trust it.

The swamp strikes back.

Mummer and Skully have marshaled the forces of Red and Blue to strand me in this halfway house, a refugee President. Congress ignores my right to a Cabinet. They won’t give me a budget for expenses. They won’t authorize the Secret Service to move me into the White House. A teenager can’t last without a phone or Wi-Fi, they think. This is their plan. To block and obstruct and stall me out until I slink home, tail between my legs.

My lack of a Vice President. That’s where they got me. An omission that never crossed my mind because none of this was supposed to happen! (Who should I have named? Cupid? St. Valentine? I was just trying to get a date!) But now there’s no second-in-line to shield their attacks. Once they’re rid of me, the Speaker of the House will take over as President. Mummer and Skully are already jockeying for the position. Those Red-controlled justices on the Supreme Court knew what they were doing. They ushered me in so I could be ushered right out. Either I admit defeat and resign… or they’ll impeach and expel me.

There’s talk of the Court putting back the 35-year age limit, maybe even raising it. Punishment for the young stepping out of place. Red and Blue and Nuke hacked back down to Red and Blue. In the meantime, I’m trapped here, a prisoner. My new life closed off. My old life so far away.

Something about it gives me a dark, anxious feeling. Like I’m crawling out of my skin.

The same feeling I have when I visit Mom’s new house.

Hours pile up, the cuckoo clock taunting me. I try an Encyclopedia Brown book, but I can’t focus. I load up a solo game of World at War, but that volcano blows me up again (wtf). Aides drop off sandwiches and pizza. Maids scurry through. I don’t move from the couch, my eyes glazed with the TV’s bright colors, scenes of Revolting Youth around the world, protesting their governments, plus millions of young Americans protesting ours for playing me like a fool.

All on deaf ears. You think those in power care?

Everywhere in the world is the same.

Being young is a phase, they think.

Wait us out and we’ll outgrow it.

But I can’t admit defeat. Even with no path forward. How can I go home now? A flash-in-the-pan sideshow? The Do-Nothing Kid again? Back to a broken home, broken world, and no girl?

On TV, pundits debate who will be President, between Skully and Mummer…

I fall asleep.

A high, syrupy voice startles me awake, my cheek squashed in a couch swamp of drool, my laptop blaring at max volume. Some news video, hosted by one of those influencers who all have the same face—

Las Vegas taking bets on how long I’ll last!

World Bank blames me for markets crashing!

YouTube debates banning my account over global unrest!

Thanks, YouTube. Live by the sword, die by the sword, I suppose—

Wait.

News.

Video.

How?

The Wi-Fi… it’s glommed on to a passing hot spot…

One of the aides must have forgotten to password-protect.

A chat bubble bobs up.

FREDDY



ben ten! back online?





ME



Not sure how long. Stolen Wi-Fi.





FREDDY



time to free u from this gulag. come home man.





ME



No girl waiting for me:/





FREDDY



pfff ain’t i enuf?? we’ll ride our bikes… see the new iron man… act like none of this happened





ME



:/// Here I thought I could save the world





FREDDY



do it when u play world at war like every other kid







so many theories about that volcano, btw







the one that fucks with everyone’s games







look it up on the discord





ME



other things on my mind





FREDDY



ok, ok, look, i wasn’t going to tell you but… girl put up a pic of u





ME



huh???





FREDDY



from ur swearing-in. ur big sexy face posted for everyone to see.







Our President, it says





ME



You messing with me?





FREDDY



swear on the next spidey movie





ME



Holy shit. HOLY SHIT.





FREDDY



now u comin home?





ME



I’m coming hoooooooome





My message stutters… then pops up.

Wi-Fi must be getting shaky.

Whatever Freddy’s typing isn’t coming through, the three dots frozen.

With the seconds I have left, I record a voice memo—

“Homework and college applications never looked so good. Got a damn good essay topic now, don’t I? Love you, Dad. Bensanity was a hell of a time.”

I hit send and pray.

It goes through.

The television flashes brighter.

Revolting Youth, fueled by the unrest… in Nuke colors, waving the flag of the dog… burning effigies in Paris, crashing barricades in Athens, storming parliament in Rome…

Only a matter of time before they hit the wall.

Like I did.

The Wall of Resistance.

The one built by thousands of years of history. The one that keeps the powerful in power.

The one too solid and deep to take down.

Soon the youth will stop trying. Streets will empty. Memories of revolt will fade. We’ll leave it to the next generation and they’ll leave it to the next and the next, while we go back to being young, heads buried in sand.

Me, most of all.

Yesterday, I thought I could be President.

Already feels so long ago.

The laptop chimes with new notifications, my body too worked up to notice. I tense against pillows. My hand at my waistband. The rush hits me hard. Pumping blood, sizzling skin like I might burst into flame.

Only one reason a girl puts up a picture of you.

Soft launch. Hard launch. Call it what you want.

No more secrets, then. She’s waiting for me. No-Game Benny about to get a win.

Candlelight date. Kisses in a car. Sex to a playlist I’ve made ahead of time.

Go ahead, girl. Call me young after that.

I fall back, sweaty, spent.

Thinking of her instead of the world.

Beam me up, swamp toads…!

Time to go home.




[image: A Revolting Youth website displays a Party Power Map showing global activist hotspots and ongoing developments.]
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FEBRUARY 3 WASHINGTON, D.C.


Dear Miss Escobedo,

I’m hiding in the dark on the second floor of the White House.

Everyone thinks I’m in the Oval Office, reviewing the two-foot stack of briefing books they left for me, but instead I’m curled up in some random room, spilling my guts to you, avoiding the view out the window of the Washington Monument and Jefferson Memorial.

Washington.

Jefferson.

Young.

What have I done?

What did I unleash?

Are we saved? Are we screwed?

Let’s go back to where I left off.

Twelve days ago. Trapped in Blair House. Waiting to go home.

On that Blair House couch, riding high after Freddy’s DM, I should have taken the W and watched that Wi-Fi signal die.

But then that notification chime…

The Girl with a green dot on my chat list.

I put an alert to track when she comes online.

And now, at this precise moment, when my thoughts are full of her…

She’s there. On the other side of my screen. Behind a profile pic with cool blue eyes and gold-dusted hair. A bubble blowing out her mouth: #revoltingyouth.

I touch her lips on my screen.

No, Benton.

The voice of a thousand angels.

Don’t do it!

Horniness is a bad, bad thing.

There’s no Wi-Fi signal anymore, right? Won’t even go through.

ME



Hey







Long time [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face. ]







Heard you put a picture up of me lol







“Our President”…







Does this mean I get an Insta follow now? :)





Instantly it says, “Read.”

I see three dots… her replying…



…







…





My heart lurches into my throat.



…





Then—

Her name vanishes from my list.

The chat vanishes from the screen.

My soul vanishes from my body.

She blocked me.

I type her username, searching for it frantically—

NO INTERNET CONNECTION

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Did Freddy lie about her putting up the picture? No, Freddy would never lie. He’s too honest is the problem. So if she’s posting photos of me, if she put her hands on my chest and kissed me… why won’t she talk to me? What is she so afraid of? The way we met? The things people will say? Or was this all a fantasy for her? A dead-end game?

I need to go home and find her. It’s the only way to get the truth.

Which brings us back to Skully and Mummer.

Neither trusted the other after Mummer betrayed Skully and Skully punished her by making me President. But now with my inauguration and the economy over a cliff and their donors revolting, they both know their war has gone too far. It’s the “Washington Way,” like you said in class—hold the country hostage until one side wins, then pretend the robbery never happened. In other words: Time to ditch the kid.

The zombies reach a compromise. Mummer will become Speaker of the House and take over the Presidency; Skully will become Senate leader with veto power over Mummer’s agenda. A recipe for age-old Red-Blue gridlock and a slower road to hell than the one we’re already on. An impeachment vote is scheduled for January 23 to kick me out of office and seal my demise—

But then.

But then!

How could we forget?

The youth.

All that revolting youth around the world.

Surging into streets. Storming the doors of power.

We assumed they’d get tired.

We thought they’d stop at the wall.

Only they didn’t stop.

Because, as we know now, it’s not my election that kept me in office.

It’s not my election that truly made me President of the United States.

It was all the elections that came after.

[image: A timeline illustrates the rapid global spread of the Revolting Youth movement across several countries from January 24 to February 2.]
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Funny how clean that looks now. Like it could be in our AP Gov textbook, along with charts explaining Federalism or the Cold War. On paper, it looks so coherent and predictable, like a wave you could see from a mile away… but that’s not how it feels.

It feels like the world just exploded.

Twelve young leaders ascendant in twelve days.

Teenagers who had no power swept into all the power.

A global ambush, under the banner of the Mutt.

All because of… me. The OG Mutt.

Suddenly talk of my demise goes quiet.

Red and Blue watch their kind incinerated around the globe, with more countries on the brink. Portugal, South Korea, Spain, Morocco, Argentina… everywhere you look, the same scenes. Strikes rage. Youth line the streets. A generation ignored grinds nations to a halt.

It’s happening so fast. Pandemic speed, a contagion of revolt.

No wonder Skully and Mummer haven’t sent me packing.

They’re scared of me.

They’re scared of what will happen to the country if they go through with their plan.

They’re scared of what will happen to them.

No impeachment takes place.

Instead, the Secret Service comes for me.

3:22 this afternoon.

A buff Asian agent in a black suit named Charlie, while I’m eating a bowl of Froot Loops, full bed head, in a green tank top and pineapple boxers, a white mask caked on my face. The same Charlie who screens all my online shopping, since I only packed a toothbrush, deodorant, laptop, never thinking I’d be marooned in an old mansion for two weeks with no internet, no phone, like I’m on Next-Gen Survivor. Which means this dude’s had his hand in everything from my underpants to my workout gear to the bougie goat milk mask that Jax made me try and is the only thing keeping my skin clear. (“You can be straight and use gay things,” Jax reassured.) This is the mask I have on now, spoon in mouth, as Charlie looks at me, holding open the door.

“Bro.”

It’s all he says, but I know what it means.

Time to go.

Twelve days after I entered, I leave Blair House, welcomed by a gusting chill, winter back with a vengeance, my eyes tearing like a baby bird’s adjusting to sunlight. I’ve never felt so alone—not since those weeks after Mom left, when Dad would be at practice and I’d have to make my own dinner and try not to get spooked by the dead-quiet house. That’s when Jax and Freddy became my best friends, willing to bike over and keep me company without me having to ask for it. But they’re far away now, Jax, Freddy, Dad, Mom most of all, which is why I cling to Charlie, following him down a granite path lined by evergreen hedges, while three more Secret Service appear on my tail. Didn’t have time to shower or do my hair, so I’m in my lockdown uniform, hoodie and sweats, plus a vintage Roger Federer hat that Dad mailed me in a care package last week, like I was away at summer camp.

“Two o’clock,” says Charlie.

I tilt my head northeast as we pass the last hedge—

Camera flares explode, followed by shouts. “Benton!” “Mr. President!” “President Young!” The blast of sound jacks my adrenaline and I’m shuffling faster at Charlie’s heels, the mob of reporters stretched down the promenade. They shove mics over barricades: “Any message for your fellow young leaders?” “What will you do to save the economy?” “Should our troops trust you?” “Any thoughts on a Cabinet?” “Which young leader will be your first call?” “Are you homesick?” “Where’s your mom and dad?” I glimpse the White House ahead, an ivory haven, and for a split second, I don’t know whether to rush toward it or flee as far as I can. Flashes and shouts push me forward, like I have no choice, like this is no longer a show on TV, but it’s real—I’m the show—and out in the world, more young leaders are walking the same gauntlet, all of us about to inherit the earth. Who are these fellow kids catapulted into office? Are they as scared as I am? Will we be friends? When do we meet? Holy shit, is this happening? Am I President of the United Sta—

“Bro.”

Charlie.

He’s turning through a security gate, both sides lined with people, the yells and cheers and chaos spiking to thunder. Charlie signals me urgently, expecting me to follow him. But I don’t follow. I go fight-or-flight, I go rogue Jedi, chasing away from the noise, away from the spectacle, and straight onto the North Lawn, sweat dripping despite the cold, thinking of everyone on phones and screens going what the fuck, watching me slip and slide on frozen dew, arms flailing, past the volcanic fountain, up the gray steps, through towering white columns, toward front doors that I throw open, my breath so fast it’s blinding me with fog, and then, all of a sudden—

I’m inside.

I’m inside the White House.




[image: An illustration of a Time magazine cover features a large silhouette of a young person with an afro and round glasses, inside of which are world maps.]
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FEBRUARY 3 WASHINGTON, D.C.


Dear Miss Escobedo,

I’m stranded on checkered marble in front of a red-carpeted hall. It’s from this hall that two aides appear—I can’t remember their names, but let’s call them Bugsy and Bobsy, because one is tall and thin, the other short and squat, like cartoon henchmen, and I can tell from the way they’re looking at me that we’re not going to be friends.

“Welcome, Mr. President. Senator Skully and Speaker Mummer are in an urgent Cabinet briefing and asked us to take you to the Oval Office,” says Bugsy, maybe thirty but looks forty, hiding a country accent under a pompous tone and bald spots under a blond comb-over. “You have a call with the Swedish Prime Minister at 4 p.m.”

“This is the Cross Hall,” says Bobsy as they lead me down the red carpet. “You’ll greet foreign dignitaries here as long as you’re in office.”

He raises his unibrow and smiles crooked teeth, as if he doesn’t expect this “long” to be long at all, before he sharp-turns into a stairwell.

“To get to the West Wing, follow Cross Hall down to Center Hall,” says Bugsy, opening sun-washed doors, “and then out into the Rose Garden…”

… which is a solid slab of snow, my body rattling again with cold. Do they expect me to remember any of this? I keep an eye on the two goons, whispering and peeking at their phones, before Bobsy throws back a look.

“Your dad landed at Dulles. An unscheduled arrival. We’ve sent a team to pick him up.”

“My dad?” I blurt. “He has playoffs tomorrow. What is he doing here?”

“Apparently moving in?” Bugsy tosses off. “I’ll leave it to you and him to sort out where in the Executive Residence he’d like to stay.”

No way, I think. Dad lives for state playoffs. Mom already upended his life enough. I’m not doing it too. Dad will be coaching that game against Troy tomorrow—I don’t care if I have to drive him home to St. Louis myself.

“When do I get my phone back?” I hound.

They don’t answer, moving onto a walkway with white columns. “West Colonnade takes you straight to the Oval in 45 seconds,” says Bugsy, before peeling open a glass door and ushering me inside, the light warm and dim like a hotel lounge. “These are your secretaries, holdovers from the last administration. They’ll be stationed here in the Outer Oval.”

Two women stand from desks, heavily made-up, hair pressed and curled, exactly who I’d imagine the former president would hire. My ears burn—it’s weird having attractive older women working for me. But there’s no time for names because Bugsy’s opening another door, straight into the Oval Office.

Turns out you don’t know something just because you’ve seen it on TV. To be inside the world’s most iconic room is full of surprises. The first is how small it is, no more than 30 feet across. It smells tart and light, like if I closed my eyes, I might think I was in a lemon grove.

At the center of the royal-blue rug is the presidential seal: an eagle with an olive branch in one talon, thirteen arrows in the other, a banner above: E Pluribus Unum. Winter sun glows through three south windows, casting the famed Resolute Desk in shadow. The desk is an oak fortress, cream-colored stationery with the White House emblem stacked next to two phones, one of them with more buttons and lights, and I suddenly want to grab that one and call Freddy—

It rings. Bugsy picks up, listens.

“Yes, I have the President.”

He holds out the phone to me.

“Swedish Prime Minister,” he says.

He must see my face, the shock, the lack of preparation. Not just for being President. For talking on the phone. Like most kids my age, I suck at talking on the phone. Especially to adults. We prefer all relations via text, chats, words. Talking to a stranger on the phone is like being dunked in a boiling vat of anxiety, let alone talking to the leader of a country I know nothing about—

“Erik Sundstrom.” Bobsy cuts into my thoughts. “Eighteen years old. Elected two days ago. It’s a routine congratulations, his office says. We thought we’d start low-stakes before we move to more important allies.”

I exhale.

Not an adult, then.

After the last two weeks of being dragged through shit by so-called “grown-ups,” finally I get to talk to someone my age.

Make friends with him, I think.

Because that’s what I need.

Someone in the same boat.

I lift the phone to my ear.

Meanwhile, Bugsy and Bobsy watch the transcript pop up in real time on a tablet.


PRESIDENT YOUNG: Hello?

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: Benton Young. The rock star! One who started it all. Feels already like we’re best friends.

PRESIDENT YOUNG: (clears throat) That’s how it feels to me too. People probably take you more seriously. You got a pretty deep voice, ha. (clears throat) You got elected two days ago?

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: And I already have my Cabinet and team. No room to be lazy like these old-timers, right? You should have seen their faces today at the European Council. All the heads of states of Europe, who are used to an old boys’ club. Needless to say, they weren’t happy about the new teenagers in the room. Especially when it came time to vote on the next council president and I threw my hat in. No one thought I had a chance. But they underestimated me. Just like everyone underestimated you.

PRESIDENT YOUNG: So not just Prime Minister of Sweden, but now the President of Europe too? You don’t waste any time—

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: Call me Erik. Listen, Benton. I want to congratulate you on what you’ve done. You made all of us believe it was possible. Not just young leaders like me, but those who voted for us. Amita and I were saying how history will remember you forever.

PRESIDENT YOUNG: Amita?

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: British Prime Minister Heerani. Sorry. Seems silly to use formal names amongst us, right?

PRESIDENT YOUNG: Oh. Sorry, still learning names. And guess you’re ahead of me talking to everyone. Sounds like you’re ahead of me on everything. But I appreciate the call, Prime Minister—

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: Erik. And listen, I was calling to congratulate you, but also for something more important. I’m taking the lead on hosting the first G-8 for us. Next weekend. So all of us Revolting Youth can meet. I know it’s soon, but with all the crises facing us and the sharks in the water trying to bring us down, we can’t wait. I’m announcing the G-8 to the press shortly, but just giving you the heads-up.

PRESIDENT YOUNG: I’m sorry. A “gate,” you said?

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: A G-8. Here in Gothenburg, Sweden. I can count on you to come?

PRESIDENT YOUNG: Oh. Um, thank you for the invitation, Prime Minister. I’m a little unsure about everything. Just got to the White House. I don’t have a Cabinet or a team like you… I’ll need to ask…

PRIME MINISTER SUNDSTROM: (laughs) Yes, you check with the grown-ups, Benton. Listen, pleasure to chat and looking forward to seeing you in Gothenburg. Talk soon, rock star!

PRESIDENT YOUNG: I—

[END OF CALL]



Bugsy and Bobsy turn to each other, shades paler.

“He can’t call a G-8,” Bobsy scoffs. “Sweden’s not a host country. It’s not even in the group.”

“But the European Union is,” says Bugsy. “You heard what he said—he met with the Council and somehow came out its president. And guess who represents the European Union at every G-8…?”

Bobsy slaps hands to cheeks. “A G-8? Next week? In front of the whole world? We’re not prepared for that!”

“He knows we’ve got a greenie and is taking full advantage,” growls Bugsy.

“This was supposed to be a puffball call to Sweden!” Bobsy shrieks. “Mummer will kill me! And Skully will kill you! They told us to keep things contained. Harmless calls, filler meetings, photo ops. VP and First Lady stuff. Nothing that can make things worse than they already are. And now this? A G-8 is like the Super Bowl for world leaders! Not summer camp for teenagers!”

Bugsy’s checking his phone. “Sundstrom’s starting his press conference. Gotta tell Skully.”

“I’ll tell Mummer. Shit, shit, shit,” Bobsy echoes, flapping after him, but not before turning to me and huffing, “Stay here. And don’t… do anything.”

The door closes and they’re gone.

I’m alone in the Oval Office.

Three thoughts swim in my head.


	
1. Not sure about Teen Swede as my best friend.

	
2. I need the bathroom, but that means leaving and disobeying orders.

	
3. What the hell is a G-8?



Bugsy’s voice echoes in my head.

Greenie.

My jaw clenches.

What would she think of me now, President of the United States and still waiting for a hall pass. All the while, Teen Swede is building teams, bossing councils, pulling rank across oceans, eighteen years strong. The kind of strong The Girl wants. A man. Not a boy.

And a man knows how to find his own damn bathroom.

I charge for the office door—

Then I notice a guy outside the window, standing in the Colonnade.

Abnormally tall, about fifty, with a red beard, squinting down at a phone with a tennis-ball case.

It’s ringing. The familiar swell of the Superman theme.

A theme I picked for my best friend.

I push open a glass door, gusts blowing in, scattering the White House stationery—

The man turns to me. “Mr. President! Howdy! Sorry, accidentally answered an incoming call from a ‘Freddy’ right as I came to deliver this to ya. Whooo-eee, did he unleash… something about seeing you on TV in a ‘poor pimp’ sweatsuit, ‘wobble-assing’ across the White House lawn like a ‘Christmas goose about to get shot’—his words, not mine—before he realized it was an old man he was talking to and hung up. Got a daughter about your age and she ain’t no Pollyanna either, but man, does that Freddy have a mouth! Guess things will be different with a teenage President, huh?” He holds out my phone. “Nathan Paltry, White House Communications. We’ve secured your old device, but only with ten approved contacts you’ve had the most interactions with that passed security clearance. All other contacts have been blocked until you request additional clearances.”

I grab the phone from him, noticing every app has been deleted. No Snap, no Insta, no YouTube, no nothing, leaving just calls and texts.

“Sorry we turned that box of fun into a weenie phone, but a President having his own phone is like givin’ you a hand grenade. You know how many hackers are workin’ that thing right now? Wrong person breaks in and they could sabotage military operations, mess with our electrical grid, poison our water supply, and full-on kill a lot of people. Not to mention the countries with whole task forces to find dirt on you. Just one whiff of scandal and they’ve got you by the nuts. Ever texted someone you weren’t supposed to? Or googled something you shouldn’t have?”

My chest is sweating into my shirt.

“In other words: Use that weenie phone at your peril,” Nathan warns. “And goes without saying you should turn in laptops, iPads, Apple Watches, AirPods, whatever. That phone is all you get. Any problems, just dial 22 and it routes straight to me. All right? Hang in there, buddy.”

He heads down the path, whistling the Superman theme. Meanwhile, I stand by the glass door, battered by cold, scrolling through Weenie Phone and my decimated list of contacts.

Dad.

Mom.

Freddy.

Jax.

Grandma Jo.

Aunt Carla, Grandpa Fox, more family…

Plus the Secret Service office, the White House kitchen—

But not The Girl.

What about The Girl!

I’m about to call after Nathan…

Then I remember. She blocked me.

I can’t ask him to clear her.

I can’t mention her name at all.

Not till I fix things with her.

First things first. Bathroom. I pull the glass shut, spin back into the Oval, spring between couches, and throw open the front doors to scavenge—

“Dad?”

He’s flanked by two Secret Service and standing in the hall, wearing a furry parka, tall boots, and mirrored sunglasses, carrying two giant suitcases like he’s just flown to Istanbul.

He rubs his bald head and peers around. “Now tell me. Am I the first real black man in this place since Obama?”



Dad and I get a slapdash tour of the Executive Residence by a grim valet with skin the color of sour milk, who tells us ordinarily the Chief Usher would take us, but he’s busy helping the President relocate to his new residence.

He purses his lips. “Former President, I mean.”

Dad gives me a look.

That the valet disapproves of us is obvious, given he rushes the tour like he has better things to do and calls out names of rooms so quick we can hardly peek in, let alone remember them: Green Room, Red Room, East Room, China Room, Queen’s Room, Map Room, Treaty Room… The only one I hold on to is a third-floor lounge called the Solarium with enormous windows that catch the sunset, spilling pink-red light onto potted maples. It feels like a planetarium crossed with a tree house, the perfect man cave for however long this place is home.

At the toll of six o’clock, the valet cuts the tour short, not even showing us our bedrooms, and seats us for dinner in the Family Dining Room. Secret Service are in the hall, he notes; new security upgrades mean agents give a President more privacy than they used to. “But, of course,” he adds, “all food is thoroughly screened per protocol.” He leaves, heels going clack-clack-clack, and both Dad and I are relieved to be free of him.

Dinner has its own stresses. The table is set with such fine linens and china that we eat gingerly, afraid of spilling or knocking things over. We linger over the spread—lentil soup, shrimp salad, turkey patties, strawberry éclairs—not just because every bite is delicious, but also because Dad and I need a second without other people around. I can see it in his eyes. We’re both trying to convince ourselves this isn’t all cuckoo, as if we’re just chilling at home in St. Louis, because that’s what we’ve done ever since Mom left… pretend like neither of us is living a messed-up version of what our lives used to be…

The door swings open, and a tall black woman enters. She has a well-lined face and a white swirl in her dark bun of hair, wearing a black pantsuit and a smile so big that I think of Grandma Jo and how she used to beam at me before her spasms set in.

“What a pleasure to meet you, Mr. President and Mr. Young,” she says, shaking my hand, then Dad’s. “I’m Essie Graham, the White House Executive Chef. I’m honored to cook for you on your first day.”

She is the first person to look at me like I belong. Like there’s nothing unusual about my presence here at all.

Dad whistles and tugs at his salt-and-pepper goatee. “You cook like this, Essie, and Benton isn’t going to be able to eat his dad’s food ever again.”

“The menu was inspired by his dad’s food,” Essie says with a wink. “I’ve been reading his interviews—in Men’s Fitness, he talked about your lentil chili and turkey patties. It’s our new President’s first meal here. Had to make it feel like home.”

Dad reclines in his chair. “I better order some upsized pants if I’ll be eating this good!”

“No need,” I say. “You’re booked on a 6:15 a.m. flight to St. Louis.”

Dad keeps smiling at Essie. “You gonna be doing all his cooking? If so, I can help you in the kitchen. You know, make myself useful.”

“Truth is, we’re all in the dark what happens from here,” Essie confides, lowering her voice. “Many Presidents clean house when they arrive. Bring in a whole new staff. Wasn’t always that way. Chefs and ushers used to be tenured for life, immune from White House politics. Then President George W. Bush fired his chef for serving him too many scallops, when he loathed scallops, which Bush took to be a comment on his policies. After that, most Presidents brought their own people. For now, though, we’re held over from the last crew to serve at your pleasure, but I speak for myself when I say I hope you will keep me on. You’re going to need a team you can trust, Mr. President. People who are on your side and don’t talk behind your back like you’re a child, if you know what I’m saying.”

I know exactly what she’s saying, and I don’t know if she’s trying to save her job or if she’s being genuine, but I want to believe her.

Dad shakes his head. “Truth is, Essie… Benton doesn’t need to worry about a team. He’s got his dad. First Dad of the United States. That’s my job now.”

“Your job is to go home and coach Rockport to another title,” I rebut.

Dad finally looks at me. “I’m moving here, Benton. It was all funny business for a while. But this is real now. This is serious shit.”

“The only thing moving here is the acid in your stomach from all those éclairs,” I say, noticing Essie beat a hasty retreat to the kitchen. “Also, First Dad is not a thing.”

Dad puts his hands on the table, which means he’s about to rant—

The door flies open. It’s Bugsy, red tie blown over his shoulder like he’s out of a windstorm, his arms full of paper.

“Schedule for tomorrow,” he grunts, thrusting it at me.

Dozens of meetings spray across pages. 7:40: CABINET BRIEFING. 8:00: DOCUMENTS PROTOCOL. 8:25: WHMO NUCLEAR FOOTBALL HANDOFF. 8:35: G-8 PRIMER. 8:50: ECONOMIC CRISIS TASK FORCE. 8:55: BUDGET MEETING WITH TREASURY SECRETARY. 9:05: G-8 SECURITY ASSESSMENT. 9:20: G-8 SPEECHWRITERS BRIEFING… and more and more, half of them with G-8 in their titles, all the way to 7 p.m.

Dad sees my face. He stands.

“Let’s get you settled,” he says quietly, warmly, the way he spoke to me for a while after Mom was gone.

Bugsy frowns. “Mummer and Skully read the transcript of the Sundstrom call. They’re not happy. I have a stack of G-8 briefing books we need to revi—”

Dad shoots him a look, the kind only a six-foot-four, 240-pound former all-American point guard can shoot, and Bugsy skitters off.

Upstairs, Dad and I assess rooms together, finishing our tour.

The Queen’s Bedroom: prim velvet drapes, stiff square bed, and nipple-shaped lamps. Dad shakes his head.

The Small Bedroom: currently a kid’s room, fluffy, ruffly pastels, like a princess’s tower. Dad’s already out the door.

The Presidential Suite: its own private apartment with dressing room, office, and bedroom. “Yours, Youngblood,” Dad deems, bounding away.

I come after him into the hall and suddenly can’t find him—

“This is what I’m talking about!” his voice booms.

The Lincoln Bedroom: white veil over the bed, ring of white lanterns, and the kind of country club elegance that Dad’s never had access to and yet always been impressed by. He flops on the bed, his old, prized NCAA Finals sweater vest riding over his belly, the vest usually reserved for church and playoff games.

“Oh yeah, this’ll do,” he mumbles into a pillow.

“For the night,” I say.

He lifts his head. “Benton. How can I leave you here? In the White House? Alone? I saw your face when they gave you that schedule. Yeah, I know I was the one who acted like this was all a hoax. And maybe it is. Just some stunt while Mummer and Skully get their act sorted out. But till then… This is happening. People are hurting because of this election. Mass layoffs. Shelters full. Aunt Carla just lost her job at the restaurant. World’s at a crossroads. Everything we took as gospel is changing. But even in suffering and pain, people have faith in you. Faith you can make things better. That’s why they took a chance and voted your name. Lincoln walked these halls. Roosevelt. Kennedy. Obama. And now Benton Odin Young. Who two weeks ago needed me to get him out of bed in the morning and bag his lunch because only I know how to toast his grilled cheese the way he likes. You hearing me, B? You can’t do this on your own. You just can’t.”

“What about Grandma Jo—” I cut in.

“We’ll pay Lily to stay on as night nurse, like she does when I’m at away games. Your salary as President can help cover the cost. This is bigger than you and me, son. Somehow you’ve bamboozled your way into being President of the United States, and you need your dad here.”

“You’re right. You’re right about everything. I do need you.” I sit next to him on the bed. “But know who also needs you? Your other kids. The ones you committed to coach. They’re your family too. And coaching basketball is the only time I see you happy. Even when Mom was around. It keeps you young. Reminds you of your glory days, when you were on top of the world. I’m not holding you back from that—”

“Benton…” he says sternly.

“—because Mom tried to hold you back and look what happened.”

Dad falls quiet.

“Besides, you can’t stop now,” I barrel on. “Not midseason. Not when you’re in playoffs. Isn’t that what you tell me? ‘The good ones know how to start. The great ones know how to finish.’ I’ve shared you with basketball my whole life. It never bothered me the way it did Mom. I mean it. I like seeing you happy. I like seeing you win. And playoffs only last a week. Like you said, this is just temporary until Mummer and Skully sort things out. They’ll probably impeach me and send me home before the week’s even up. How’s this—if I last more than a week, then we can see about you moving here. Deal?”

Dad has a sad, far-off gaze, as if he’s the kid and I’m the parent. He breathes heavy, lost in thought… then kicks me off the bed. “Damn boy using my own words against me.”

I laugh, knowing he’ll be on the morning flight.

“One week!” he blares. “One week and I’ll be right back here in this bed. And I want to hear from you every hour. Text, call, whatever—”

“Yes, sir!”

“You miss one hour and I’m on the next flight…”

While he rants, my eyes drift down to the schedule in my hand, my smile sobering.

Dad notices.

“Maybe it’s good if they send you home,” he offers. “You’ve never missed one of my playoff games. You’re my lucky charm. Life with your old man isn’t so bad, is it?”

I look at him.

“And you got unfinished business in the real world,” he says. “Send off those applications. Play your senior season of tennis. Go after that girl of yours…”

My stomach drops. “What?”

Dad lets out a hoot. “You think I don’t know when my son is in love? At Parents’ Night, I kept studying the class photos on the board. My bet’s on Vivienne Barca. Seen her cheerleading for Lincoln when they play us. Or that Kasha Stevens. Daughter of your tennis team coach. Would explain why you been keeping her in your pocket. Unless it’s someone I’m not thinking of. Someone you’re really trying to hide. Like Miguel’s daughter. Wouldn’t that be something?” He stares at me. “She started at your school this year, right?”

I’m gaping at him so hard I realize I haven’t blinked. I turn away. “How about you? You got any dates?”

He slumps down on the bed. “Not ready for that yet.”

Something about the defeat in his voice triggers me.

“Don’t wait for her, Dad,” I say. “Don’t let Mom drag you down.”

He doesn’t answer, his body flat on the mattress.

Then he springs up. “Gotta take a shower before I lie on these bougie sheets! Anything else you need, B? With that schedule tomorrow, you better call it a night.”

“Dad… you still have your phone?”

He pulls it out of his back pocket.

“They didn’t take it from you?” I ask.

“No. They tried to search my luggage, and I put an end to that real quick—”

“Shh! I don’t know if this place is bugged or what,” I say, grabbing his phone.

“Don’t be uploading no dating apps for me now,” he calls from the bathroom door.

“Filling out your Tinder profile as we speak!”

Soon the water’s running and he’s singing some old Usher tune.

Meanwhile, I’ve got his phone open, logging into my accounts—

Jesus Christ. What am I doing?

Dad’s phone isn’t secure.

Nathan’s words stab in my head: One taste of scandal…

This is risky, dangerous, selfish.

But I can’t help myself. Not when it comes to her.

I load up my chats… search for her name…

Still blocked.

Next, I check her Instagram.

Still no posts in the last year, just the one of her in the park with her bulldog, months before we met.

Only I notice something.

She’s following 322 people.

Which means since I went into Blair House, she’s added two more.

Two dudes, I see now.

Both good-looking. Both bigger than me.

Are these dates she’s going on?

Are these her type?

My chest tightens. My throat dries out.

Despair rises like a threatening wave.

I hurl Dad’s phone at the bed.

She kissed me.

Which means something in her must want me.

She just isn’t convinced yet.

That I’m her man.

That I’m The Man.

My blood heats up, the memory like venom, burning through me, making me stronger.

Twelve days ago, I was ready to go home.

Not anymore.

If I get kicked out of here, that’ll prove nothing.

I’ll be a novelty. A joke. Even easier to dismiss.

Not just to her. To all the people who voted for me.

People who need my help.

Screw that. I’m not going down.

I’m staying in office.

Not just staying.

Being President isn’t enough anymore.

I need to be a good President.

Good enough to be “Our President.”

That’s how you get The Girl.

That’s how you save the world.

Time to do this, Benton.

Time to grow up.

I pick up Dad’s phone.

Time to google G-8.
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FEBRUARY 4 WASHINGTON, D.C.


Dear Miss Escobedo,

It’s past nine and I haven’t had dinner.

An hour ago, Essie sent down a burger and sweet potato fries, but it’s still under a silver top, teetering on a heap of briefing books. Aides give the tray anxious glances, the sight of a teenager’s dinner on a 150-year-old desk gifted from Queen Victoria too much to bear. But if they’re going to work me hour after hour, without breaks, without any acknowledgment this is my first day, like they’re trying to grind me down, like they’re kicking me to quit… well, as long as I still smell that burger, I’ve got more to give.
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But a rebellion is brewing amongst the Revolting Youth, who are demand-
ing that Benton Young be inaugurated as president despite his age and are
threatening to derail future elections with Revolting Youth candidates if Young
doesn’t prevail.

“Benton has the most electoral votes. And the most states. So if those old
bats in Congress don’t respect that, then the 53 million people who voted
Young will take action,” says Jackson Berquist, 17, who has become a spokes-
person for Revolting Youth on social media, known for smiley two-fingered
salutes—and his outfits matching the neon pink orange of Nuke Cola,
Young’s favorite drink.

“The people want Benton,” Berquist adds. “It’s easy to hide behind the
Constitution to stop change. But the Supreme Court changes the rules when-
ever they want.”

Freddy Navarro, 17, also a close friend of Young’s, adds: “Look, I didn’t
really want Benny to win because I want him back home. But hell if they’re
gonna take it away from him now! If a seventeen-year-old is old enough to
drive and have sex, then he’s old enough to be the leader of the free world.”

First Lady Mummer’s response: “Seventeen-year-olds should be in school.”

But with momentum building for Mummer, Senator Skully and his
Republican allies are using Young’s rise in their favor. “Tell Mary her math’s
getting soft because she doesn’t have the most electoral votes. Benton Young
does,” Skully points out. “And I don’t take threats lightly about youths nosing
in more elections. Last thing we need is kids soiling our democracy like a
bunch of wild mutts! So maybe it is that young boy’s time. Anyway, I don’t
think a high school boy would last more than a few days without being
impeached or resigning so he can go back to the arcade or roller rink or wher-
ever kids loaf these days. Might be best to just let things run their course. That
is, unless Mary Mummer realizes her goose is cooked and gives me her votes.
Or else, the Court might have to step in after all.”

He leaves unsaid that the nine-member Supreme Court is controlled by
Republican-appointed judges, 6—3.

Mummer responds: “Senator Skully would rather a child take the highest
office in the land and toy with our futures than let a Democrat be president.”

For his part, Benton Young hasn’t commented on the unfolding drama—
except for posting a clip of himself at 3:15 a.m. the night of the election, gaping
into camera, blinking and breathing heavily. That video has acquired an
unprecedented 4.2 billion views, breaking the record of his post that started
it all, calling for viewers to write in his name.

Developing Story... Updates to Come...
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Supreme Court of the United States
Washington, B.¢.

BENTON YOUNG, et al. PETITIONERS v.
MARY MUMMER, et al.

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

JANUARY 19, 10:12 PM.

...The Constitutional passage in question, from Article 2, Section
1, Clause 5, states “neither shall any Person be eligible to that
Office who shall not have attained to the Age of thirty five
Years.” But it provides this limitation on a President’s age with-
out explanation, suggesting an arbitrariness to the number
“thirty five” that would one day be tested. That day is here.

And just as Article 1 once
claimed that a human could be three-fifths of a person, a number
undone by laws of Equal Protection, this limitation on age fails
the same test, until Congress legislates a reasonable defense...
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REVOLTING YOUTH DONATE JOIN ISSUES MAP

Elect Benton Young for President of the United States
$6,573,872 raised of $100,000 goal

159,837 donations

M 47 people just donated

Eduardo Testa
$25 “no more zombies in the White House!”

Mindy Aguirre

b}

$10 “cuz Benton Young is cute &3~

‘Hoo-ah! It’s time for a revolution!

Deepa Sharma
$175 “Power to the People &~

Revolting Youth is organizing this fundraiser.
With the support of millions across the country, Revolting Youth has now officially launched
as a political party in the United States of America! Melissa Tseng

But we need YOUR help to fight the zombies in DC. Donate now to fuel our Revolt. §37 “give em hell Benton!!! &

And thiec fall dan’t vate Rad ar Rliita Vnta Niika Vnta Rantan Vanna far Dracidant nf tha linitad Ctataclll Dianna Marchall
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WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 12

www.londonmail.co.uk

Daily Newspaper of the Year 8op

THE KIDS ARE NOT ALRIGHT!

Frustrated by Parliament, the
newly formed British party of
Revolting Youth staged a
national school walkout, with
well over 1.5 million students
leaving classrooms yesterday
in a shock move to protest
governmental inaction over
the concerns of the young.

The sparks of the movement
began 8 weeks ago, when the
election for President of the
United States was disrupted by
17-year-old Benton Young, leader
of the Revolting Youth Party,
whose video urging voters to
write his name in as a protest
against a failing two-party
system precipitated chaos,
with the winner of the American
election still to be determined.

Revolting Youth offshoots
have begun spreading all across

National School Walkout to Supprt Rvolting Youth

By Jo Durie
Political Editor

the world, but the party has been
most organized here in the UK
under the assured leadership of
Amita Heerani, a 19-year-old
Cambridge student. In recent
weeks, Heerani has amassed a
huge following, calling for the
National School Walkout, which
was joined by many faculty
members in solidarity.

In Bristol, for instance, head
teacher Gareth Malna, 37, walked
alongside the 800 students who
abandoned their classes at City
Academy. “Like the students,
I've watched Amita Heerani’s
speeches and have been truly
impressed by her clear-eyed
thinking on problems facing the
youth of the future, which our
own two-party leadership has

failed to address. The situation
over in America is predictably
chaotic, but here across the
pond, the growing Revolting
Youth movement has purpose,
organisation and momentum.”

Still, many students cited
Benton Young as their primary
motivation for protest. “He stood
up for our right to determine our
own future,” said Emma
Graham, 16, of Devon. “Least we
can do is support him.” Emma’s
friend, Earl Donogue, shrugged
at this. “Give me any excuse to
bunk class,” he says.

Meanwhile, Heerani pledges
more popular action unless
Parliament grants her and the
other party leaders of Revolting
Youth a formal meeting. She has

Turn to Page 2
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ELECTION IN CHAOS

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
TO DECIDE NEXT PRESIDENT

22 Share fullarticle =P J{

e
ﬂ @ By Cari Kessler and Sammy Schnur
3

Nov.10  Updated 4:22 p.m. ET

Three days after Election Day, the next President of the United States is still
undecided, with the fate of the country left to Congress, who must choose the
successor to the highest office in the land.

On November 7, what was presumed to be an election between the
Democratic nominee, former First Lady Mary Mummer, and the Republican
nominee, Senator Chuck Skully, morphed into an unexpected three-way
contest, featuring write-in candidate Benton Young, a 17-year-old student at
Lincoln High School in St. Louis, Missouri, whose YouTube vlog encouraging
the nation’s youth to take a stand resulted in the rise of a new party, the
Revolting Youth.

With three candidates competing for electoral votes, none hit the necessary
270 threshold to secure the presidency, leaving the House of Representatives
to choose between Mummer, Skully, and Young. In such cases, each state
delegation receives one vote for president, which should result in a simple
majority tally of 50 votes. But with Benton Young under the age of 35 and
therefore constitutionally unfit to be president, the House is struggling to
determine how to apportion the 21 states that Young won.

First Lady Mummer’s argument is clear—since she has more electoral
votes than Senator Skully, the states that voted for Young should vote for her
and give her the presidency.





OEBPS/e9781398547216/fonts/SourceSerifPro-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398547216/images/f00iv-01.jpg
International Enforcement Police

INTEPOL

URGENT NOTICE
WANTED FOR MURDER

AGE HAIR COLOR Brown ;

nationaLTy — United States BENTON BiRTHpLACE  St. Louis, MO

wor 61 (185 cm) resioes Washington, D.C

weeht 156 Lbs (71 kg) YUUNG passporTNO.  MB3729164

EVECOLOR Brown LaNcuAGEs sPokeN — English

nformaYron leading to the capture of Benton Young is eligible for a reward.
i}s provided by local authorities.

Do not attempt to apprehend this individual yourself.

CONSIDERED ARMED AND DANGEROUS

May Be Targetmg World Leaders
- Last seej , RO






OEBPS/e9781398547216/images/icon1.png





OEBPS/e9781398547216/images/f0009-01.jpg
Topic Trends

Trending Now

1 - Trending
Benton Young
1 Benton Young 750K+ Trending with YouTube
Missouri teen sparks youth revolution ... CNN - 2h ago ESeiShe 2 - Politics - Trending
#TheRighttoBeYoung
Trending with Revolting Youth
2 The Right to Be Young 500K+
i ) ) o B 3 - Politics - Trending
Youth voter registration shattering all records . . . AP - 2h ago President Young
95.2K posts
3 President Young 500K+ 4 - Politics - Trending
Loophole to presidential age minimum debated ... FoxNews - 2hago  searches Constitution
Trending with Article 2
5 - Politics - Trending
4 Constitution 250K+ #loophole
Debate rages over potential teen presidency . .. ABC News - 2h ago searches isingithSuprene S e
6 - Politics - Trending
Benton Girlfriend
b old Trolls 250K+ 30.9K posts
Age of US leaders being called into question ... NBC - 2h ago geaicnee 7 - Politics - Trending
Missouri
Trending with St. Louis
@ Search interest News articles
100
75
50
25
12:00 PM 4:00 AM 8:00 PM
Benton Benton Benton Benton
Young Young Young Young
Girlfriend Age President





OEBPS/e9781398547216/images/f0022-01.jpg
ING: CONSUMPTION OF NUKE COLA™ MAV I.EAD T&EXTREM ﬁElS 0 RESHMENT AND
AN OVERWHELMING SENSE OF EUPHORIA. DRINK RESPDNSIBLY KEEP UU DF REACHGF ORDINRRY SODAS.






OEBPS/e9781398547216/fonts/SourceSerifPro-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398547216/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781398547216/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


