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PART ONE:


the abernathy






PROLOGUE


EVERYONE KEPT TELLING ME, “YOU need to draw again, Ryan Dean. You need to draw. . . .”


So I did.


I started drawing again in the summer before Annie and I went back to Pine Mountain for our senior year. The problem is, I’m pretty sure I didn’t draw what everyone expected.


Let me explain.


Annie Altman, the most beautiful and together girl on the planet, an undeniable five out of five Swiss Army knives on the Ryan Dean West If-You-Could-Only-Have-One-Thing-When-You’re-Stranded-with-Nothing-Not-Even-Your-Clothes-on-a-Deserted-Island-What-Would-It-Be Scale, happened to be on an island with me, but it wasn’t deserted, so decency laws required us at the very least to have our swimsuits on. And I didn’t have a Swiss Army knife either, which would have come in handy because neither one of us remembered to put any utensils in our picnic basket, so we had to eat my mom’s potato salad with our fingers, which—ugh!—I thought was kind of sexy when our fingers touched in the cold mayonnaisey mush. But at least I had Annie, and we both had our swimsuits, and it was August, on one of those rare crystal-clear windless afternoons in Boston Harbor.


We spent the day at the beach on Spectacle Island, lying next to each other on a blanket in the sand. Naturally, I couldn’t help but think about how there was only one thin article of clothing on my body; and how Annie and I were so close, our hands and feet touched, and I could feel her electricity sending sparks right up through me.


But I couldn’t help thinking about a lot of other things too: about going back to Pine Mountain in a week, about how tough last year had been on me, and about the likely impossibility of me surviving my senior year there.


Annie put her hand on my belly and rubbed.


“You have to know how crazy that makes me, Annie.”


“I do?”


“In about five seconds, I don’t think I’ll be held legally responsible for my actions.”


Annie laughed. “Calm down, Ryan Dean. I was only trying to get the potato salad smell off my fingers.”


“Oh. Nice. Ryan Dean West, fifteen-year-old human napkin.”


Annie lived on Bainbridge Island, in Washington. It meant a lot that her parents trusted us enough to let her come to Boston to spend the last whole week of summer vacation with me before we had to report back to Pine Mountain Academy. But it wasn’t like anything was going to happen, right? Annie was seventeen, and so beautiful. And I was just a fifteen-year-old napkin-boy who couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible was going to come out of nowhere and ruin everything for me again and again.


Drawing, for me, was like Pine Mountain Academy: I wanted to go back to it, and I also didn’t want to go back.
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CHAPTER ONE


OKAY. YOU KNOW HOW WHEN you’re a senior in high school, and you officially know absolutely everything about everything and no one can tell you different, but on the other hand, at the same time, you’re dumber than a poorly translated instruction manual for a spoon?


Yeah. That was pretty much me, all at the same time, the only fifteen-year-old boy to ever be in twelfth grade at Pine Mountain Academy.
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When you’re a senior, you’re supposed to walk around with your chest out and your shoulders back because it’s like you own the place, right? I didn’t feel that way. In fact, from the first day I got back to Pine Mountain, I was quietly considering flunking out of all my classes so I wouldn’t have to move on with my life and be a sixteen-year-old grown-up.


What a bunch of bullshit that would undoubtedly be.


And, speaking of bullshit, the day I came back to Pine Mountain Academy to check in and register, I learned that I would be rooming—in a double-single room no less—with some random kid I didn’t even know. It had somehow failed to sink in to my soiled-napkin brain that my last year’s roommates, Chas Becker and Kevin Cantrell, had graduated from Pine Mountain and moved on to the fertile breeding grounds of adulthood, leaving me roommateless, condemned to a single-size room with two beds in it, and matched up with Joe Randomkid, whom I’d already pictured as some bloated, tobacco-chewing, overalls-wearing midwesterner who was missing half a finger from a lawn-mowing or wheat-threshing accident and owned a vast collection of ’70s porn mags (since we weren’t allowed to access the Internet at PM and look at real porn like most teenagers do).


Not that I look at porn, like most normal teenagers. I’m not like that.


But nine-and-a-half-fingered Joe Randomkid would be exactly like that, I decided.


So by the time I turned the key on my all-new, 130-square-foot boys’ dorm prison cell with two twin beds, two coffin-size closets, and matching elementary-school-kid-style desks with identical 40-watt desk lamps, I already deeply hated Joe Randomkid and, at the same time, had no idea in the world who he was.


Even before I fully opened the door on our bottom-floor-which-is-usually-only-reserved-for-freshmen dorm room, I had pretty much everything about Joe Randomkid all figured out.


JOE RANDOMKID RUINS TWELFTH GRADE: A PLAY BY RYAN DEAN WEST


SCENE: A very small ground-floor room in the boys’ dorm at Pine Mountain Academy, a prestigious prep school for future deviants and white-collar criminals, located in the Cascades of Oregon. joe randomkid, a chubby and pale redhead from Nebraska with a stalk of straw pinched between his lips, is lying with his hands behind his head, dressed in overalls (with no shirt underneath the bib) and work boots, on one of the two prison-size twin beds, as ryan dean west, a skinny, Bostonian, rugby-playing fifteen-year-old upperclassman, enters the room from the outer hallway.


JOE RANDOMKID: Howdy! The name’s Joe. Joe Randomkid. I’m from Nebraska, and my pa’s a hog farmer. We have, I reckon, close to twenty-two-hundred hogs on the farm, give or take a few depending on how hungry me and my brothers are. I have ten brothers! And no sisters! Can you imagine that? Ten of them! Their names are Billy, Wayne, Charlie, Alvin, Edmund, Donny, Timothy, Michael, Eugene, and Barry, and then there’s me, Joe. How come I ain’t ever seen you around? Are you a new kid? I been here every year since ninth grade, but you look like you’re just a kid who can’t possibly be old enough to be in twelfth grade. What sport do you play? Me? I’m on the bowling team. Got a two-oh-four average, which is number one in the state in Nebraska and Oregon for twelfth-grade boys. I bet being all skinny like that, you’re on swim team or maybe gymnastics. Or do you cheer? Are you one of those boy cheerleaders? I don’t think there’s nothing wrong with that at all. Cheerleading’s probably more of a sport than NASCAR is anyhow. Who’s your favorite driver, by the way? Are you one of them ones who get to pick up the girls and spin them around over your head like that? If I ever did that, I couldn’t help but look up their skirts, am I right? Or do you not like girls and stuff? ’Cause if you don’t, that’s okay too. I realize it takes all kinds. All kinds. And maybe you’re from California, after all.


RYAN DEAN WEST: (Ryan Dean West walks across the room and looks out the window.) Now I know why they put me on the ground floor.


The End


Mom and Dad had helped me move in this time. It was weird. All the other times they’d dropped me off at Pine Mountain, it was like they couldn’t possibly leave fast enough.


Dad carried in my two plastic totes. One of them contained all my clothes and boy stuff—you know, deodorant and the razor Dad sent me last fall that was still as unnecessary as ever—and the other had school supplies, some brand new bedsheets, and a microwave oven, which I had no idea why they’d insisted I bring along. I lugged in the big canvas duffel bag filled with all my rugby gear that was soon to be packed away in my locker over at the sports complex.


I wanted to play rugby again almost as much as I wanted to see Annie, whom I hadn’t seen since she left Boston for Seattle five days before.


And—ugh!—Mom cried when she put my new sheets on the exceedingly gross, slept-on-countless-times-before, yellowing boys’ dorm twin-size fucking mattress, and I just stood there, helplessly giving my dad a what-the-fuck look. He shrugged.


At home in Boston, I had a big bed. I’m not sure where my Boston bed fit in on the hierarchy of royalty—you know, queens and kings and such—but it was easily twice as big as a twin, if this thing even was an actual twin. It was probably a preemie or something—the afterbirth of a twin. So we’d had to stop at a department store in this little town called Bannock, which is about twenty minutes from Pine Mountain, to get some sheets, and the only ones they had that would fit my dorm bed following the incoming rush of PM brats were pink flannel and decorated with a winged unicorn who, according to the inscription beneath her glinting hooves, was named Princess Snugglewarm.


Yeah. It was going to be a great year, wasn’t it?


“Why are you crying, Mom? Don’t worry about the unicorns. We can hide them beneath the blanket. I checked. It only has Princess Snugglewarm on one side, so we can flip it over so it only looks a little gay,” I said.


Mom sniffled. “Oh, Ryan Dean. It’s not that, baby. There’s only so many more times left in our lives when I’ll be able to put sheets on your bed and tuck you in.”


This coming from the woman who wept when she bought me a box of condoms because she actually thought Annie and I were having sex—like that was ever going to happen—when I was fourteen.


It was hopeless.


And not only do horses with big fucking spikes coming out of their heads scare me, but I hate flannel sheets besides.





CHAPTER TWO


JOE RANDOMKID TURNED OUT TO be named Sam Abernathy.


It had to be a fake name. Nobody in the world could possibly be named Sam Abernathy.


I realized that every time I’d been dropped off for the start of school at Pine Mountain Academy, there came the predictable and awful dread of wanting my parents to just get the hell out of there so I could mope for a while in the quiet of my mold-and-disinfectant-smelling room. And each time, I’d wonder why in the name of hell I was here to begin with, and convince myself that I was not going to be able to make it through an entire school year on my own, alone.


That’s what I was doing: lying on my little pink bed in my ID-photo school tie, button-down shirt, and creased slacks, moping and frightening myself with visions of a dreadful future here, when Sam Abernathy—well, to be honest, it was Sam and the entire fucking Abernathy clan—knocked on my dorm room’s door.


And who knocks, anyway? You don’t knock on the door to your own dorm room. It wasn’t like they didn’t give Sam Abernathy a key to Princess Snugglewarm’s 130-square-foot empire.


So, thinking it was someone else, and not my new roommate, Joe Randomkid, I ignored the knock and resumed my pout session.


Thirty seconds later: knock knock knock!


For just a minute, I thought that maybe it was Annie. But there was no way Annie Altman would ever break a rule like no-girls-allowed-in-the-boys’-dorm at Pine Mountain Academy, even if it would have been a highly combustible five out of five propane tanks in a campfire on the Ryan Dean West Scale of Hot Things You Are Never Supposed to Do.


Ugh! I wanted to go home already, and I wanted Annie, too. And I felt like such a pathetic loser for forgetting to register my dorm preference and ending up in a ground-floor double with someone who undoubtedly was a match in every degree to my colossal loserdom.


Knock knock knock!


“Go away.”


Through the door came a very soft voice that could easily have belonged to one of Princess Snugglewarm’s loyal subjects—maybe a royal eunuch or something.


“Uh. But I’m supposed to live here.”


“Then why the fuck are you knocking?”


Okay. To be honest, I didn’t say “fuck.” I never cuss out loud. Well, I can’t say never, but, really, it’s like almost never. And it didn’t happen that day before the start of school as I lay on my less-than-twin-size Princess Snugglewarm bed, pouting and listening to Joe Randomkid, a.k.a. Sam Abernathy, timidly and patiently knocking on his own goddamned front door.


Click. Squeak. Creak.


The door cracked open, just about two inches. I saw a flash of a Pine Mountain necktie and an eyeball. It was human, I’m pretty sure. Then the door closed again, and I heard this:


TIMID VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: He . . . he’s in bed.


MAN’S VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: Maybe we should wait out here for a while.


WOMAN’S VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: What’s he doing?


TIMID VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: I don’t know. I didn’t really look. All I know is he’s in bed.


LITTLE BOY’S VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: Is he naked?


LITTLE GIRL’S VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: Eww. Boys are so gross.


WOMAN’S VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: Maybe letting Sam room with a twelfth-grader, even if he is only fifteen, wasn’t such a good idea after all, Dave.


MAN’S VOICE IN THE HALLWAY: Honey, why don’t you take Evie out to the car? The boys and I can wait here till Sam’s roommate wakes up or puts some clothes on or whatever.


And, at precisely that moment, I was wondering if I could figure out a way to turn a microwave oven into a bomb.


You can do that, right? If anyone would know how to turn a microwave oven into an explosive, it would be my friend Seanie Flaherty, assuming he was still my friend after the separation of summer vacation, and after the fights I’d gotten into last year with JP Tureau, who was Seanie’s roommate and my decidedly ex-friend.


I pulled the door open.


“I’m not naked, and I wasn’t asleep, and it’s your room, so I’m assuming you probably possess your very own key, which is why you will never be allowed to knock again.”


I’ll admit I was a little edgy, and the Abernathy clan looked as though I’d slapped each one of them across the face with a dead cod or something. They were all so nice looking, like if they had wings, you would swear you were looking at a family of angels: father, mother, two angelic, big-eyed, blond-headed sons, one of whom was dressed in a perfect Pine Mountain boy’s uniform, and a little daughter who looked like the poster child for all things pure and scented of baby powder.


Mr. Abernathy, being the brave cod-slapped angel that he was, forced a contrived smile at me and said, “Sam, this must be your roommate, Ryan.”


To be honest, I didn’t know where to begin. Initially, I wanted to launch into a scolding tirade about my name not being goddamned Ryan, that it was Ryan Dean and I hated it when people took it upon themselves to assume the appropriateness of an abbreviation, but I was momentarily overcome by the realization that Sam Abernathy—Joe Randomkid—was only twelve years old.


And he was going to be my roommate this year.


Princess Snugglewarm, save me!





CHAPTER THREE


I FOUND OUT THAT THE idea behind pairing me up for the year with Sam Abernathy came from the headmaster himself, Mr. Lavoie, and the school psychologist, Mrs. Dvorak. The Abernathy Tabernacle Choir was concerned about having their supergenius kid start Pine Mountain at the tender age of twelve, so Mr. Lavoie and Mrs. Dvorak thought it would be a perfect plan to room the boy up with the only other person in the history of Pine Mountain Academy who’d ever done such a ridiculous thing: a really nice, comic-drawing, supersmart, rugby-player boy from Boston named Ryan Dean West, who was a senior, and only fifteen years old.


Ryan Dean West could show little Sam the ropes, Headmaster Lavoie promised!


Ugh.


I felt like I’d been signed up against my will on one of those creepy online dating sites and I had no power to refuse my suitor.


And, by the way, did I look that small when I was a twelve-year-old freshman here?


Sam Abernathy could have fit in my pocket.


No wonder Annie felt sorry for me back then. They might just as well have left Sam Abernathy in a diaper inside a wicker basket on my doorstep. Or a cigar box.


I did not want to do this.


My quiet pouting turned to silent rage after all the Abernathys crowded into our tiny princessdom and began setting up Sam’s closet and desk and making his bed and folding his little outfits. I decided I wasn’t going to say a word to them, not even when Sam Abernathy’s four-year-old brother, Dylan (which, by the way, is an annoyingly perfect name for a little kid who looks like one of the babies—take your pick—in Raphael’s The Madonna of the Goldfinch) climbed up on my bed—my bed!—and sat down beside me and asked me if I wanted to make a fort with my blanket.


Ignoring a four-year-old is as good as granting full consent.


“Princess Snugglewarm!” Dylan gurgled as he tugged away the top layer of my fucking bed.


Everything in the room went deathly silent.


All ten Abernathy eyes fixed on me with congruent expressions of wonder and acceptance.


I was one with all things Abernathy.


“Oh, you boys are going to be such good friends!” Mrs. Abernathy cooed as she unfolded and spread out Sam Abernathy’s Super Mario Bros. sheets.


I made a mental note to myself that as soon as I got back from Headmaster Lavoie’s office to petition for an impossible-to-get dorm assignment change, I was going to hunt down Seanie Flaherty and ask him if he knew how to make a microwave oven explode.


So I left without saying anything, certain that when I came back I’d find an elaborate live-action camping diorama set up on the floor between our beds, complete with campfire-singing Abernathys, toasted s’mores, and swarms of lightning bugs and mosquitos.


Okay. Well, you know how when you’re storming over to some important person’s office in order to voice an outraged yet well-deserved complaint peppered with the adverb-adjective double combo of “completely unacceptable” and then as you get closer and closer to that important person’s office you begin to realize that (1) you’re actually afraid of that important person—in this case, Headmaster Lavoie—and (2) you don’t really know how to pronounce his last name because you’ve only ever seen it written on official letters from his office of importance, and nobody ever says his name out loud, which makes you think he could quite possibly be some unearthly manifestation of the Dark Lord, and (3) your armpits are sweating a lot (hello, being fifteen years old!) and you have really bad B.O., so you start walking slower and slower and then just about the time the administration offices come into view and you’re halfway around the goddamned lake you suddenly realize there could be nothing in the world worse than starting off the year—no, negative year, since the year hadn’t officially begun—by getting into a complaint match with someone who frightens you and whose name you can’t pronounce, so you decide to give up and turn your stinky sweaty self back in the direction you came from?


Yeah.


That.


So I stopped and I thought about all the terrible things that had happened to me last year, and tried to erase the nagging premonition that I was fooling myself if I didn’t think this year was going to be even worse. I took a deep breath.


I sat down on a bench and faced out across the lake to the spot in the woods where O-Hall, the “bad kids” dorm they put me in last year, sat abandoned and shut down.


Why did I come back?


I put my face in my hands.


I decided a long time ago that I was never going to cry again. Never. So I just sat there, trying to zone out, seeing if I couldn’t just fall asleep, so maybe I would wake up and find out that everything had been a dream and I was fourteen still, or even thirteen again, so things wouldn’t be as bleak as they were now in Ryan Dean West’s fifteen-year-old nightmare.


“Dude. Winger? Ryan Dean?”


I snapped my head up and turned around. Sean Russell Flaherty and Jean-Paul Tureau had been standing there on the walk, watching me. They must have just come out of the registration lines in the admin building.


I got up. I really didn’t want Seanie and JP to think I was still feeling sorry for myself.


“Holy crap!” Seanie said. “Dude. You’re, like, taller than me.”


He was right. Growing is something about which you don’t have any say-so when you’re a teenage boy, and my body had stretched out another three inches of vertical over the summer.


“Maybe he’ll go out for basketball this year,” JP, always glum, always digging at me, added.


That’s all right, JP, I thought.


“Actually, I’m considering going out for number fifteen,” I said, and smiled.


Fifteen in rugby is fullback, which was JP’s position. I wasn’t crazy enough to want to ever be fullback, which is the worst position on the field besides hooker, which isn’t what you think, okay? But if JP wanted to start the year off hurling shitballs at me, he was going to get them right back.


JP extracted an insincere laugh and stuck out his hand. It’s a rugby thing—we all shook hands. We had to. Rules persist on and off the field when you play rugby at PM. That was all there was to it.


So maybe I’d misjudged JP’s intent. Maybe we actually could be friends again.


Seanie grabbed my biceps and rubbed.


“Damn, Ryan Dean, you’re hot. If JP wasn’t the jealous type, I’d put my tongue in your mouth right now.”


That was Seanie Flaherty, in all his creepy deadpan weirdness. He never changed.


“You two still rooming together?” I asked.


We started walking back along the lake in the direction of the boys’ dorm, Seanie, as always, between me and JP.


Seanie said, “Yeah. Who are you with this year?”


“You wouldn’t believe it. I’m in a ground-floor double single. With a freshman named Sam Abernathy.”


“You’re fucking kidding me,” Seanie said.


I shook my head. “And the kid’s twelve years old.”


“No shit?”


JP chuckled. “Ryan Dean West the Second. That’s a roommate match made in heaven. I hope you’re prepared to deal with all the Calculus homework, the kid’s separation-anxiety nightmares, and him pissing the bed.”


To be honest, it wasn’t Sam Abernathy’s nightmares I was worried about.


And where did dumbass JP ever learn a concept like separation anxiety?





CHAPTER FOUR


I SAID A QUICK GOOD-BYE to Seanie and JP in front of the registration office and let them go back to their two-room suite on the top floor of the boys’ dorm.


Telling them that I wanted to wait around for Annie to come through was an opportunity for me to get one last nothing-he-could-do-about-it dig at JP, who’d tried to hook up with Annie last year. But he lost. To me. And losing out in a competition for the most amazing girl at Pine Mountain Academy to another boy who’s two years younger was something JP Tureau’s ego still could not accept.


In fact, I’m sure JP had somehow convinced himself that Annie had a deep-rooted psychiatric illness that made her unable to accurately process reality, or maybe he attributed it to her having some bullshit issues with separation anxiety.


Whatever it was, JP Tureau was going to have an awfully long year of being forced to put up with seeing me and Annie Altman together.


I felt like this tremendous weight had been lifted from my chest—although my armpits were still dripping like twin condenser coils on a moonshine still—when Annie Altman, gleaming her perfect eyes and that beautiful smile, came out of the registration office, waving her papers at me like she was maybe afraid I wouldn’t notice her.


But it was Annie, and I couldn’t possibly notice anything else.


Well, except I noticed how goddamned sweaty I was in every spot on my body that had hair on it and that was also located south of my hairless chin.


We have this thing—Annie and I—where we’ll just look at each other for a while before either of us says anything. We never planned this routine, but I think we both understood that we didn’t need to nervously rush into saying just anything, like so many other uptight couples do. Because sometimes words can wreck all the other things that actually go on between us in those beautiful, rich, and silent moments.


It didn’t matter that Annie was probably thinking about what she was going to wear to the Pine Mountain homecoming dance, focusing on some messed-up or crooked patch of hair on my head, or silently extending a conversation we had four months ago because there was some point she still needed to make (and why do girls do this?) that would probably result in a random outburst of a contextually anchorless exclamation like “because you’d never have enough electricity to do that, Ryan Dean,” and I’d be all, like, what the fuck are you even talking about? Except I wouldn’t actually say “fuck”; and I was probably—okay, I’ll admit it, not probably, I was—thinking about how fun it would be to talk Annie Altman into swimming naked with me in the creek below Buzzard’s Roost, the place up the mountain we run to every year on the day before school starts, which meant we could be there and out of our clothes and in the icy water naked together within an hour if we hurried. But, yeah, none of that mattered, because I was here, and so was Annie.


I inhaled through my nose and tried to catch a hint of Annie’s perfume, but I only smelled fifteen-year-old boy, which made me gag just a little bit.


“I missed you so much when you left Boston,” I said.


Annie knitted her fingers through mine and we walked along the lake.


“Sorry if I smell like an airplane toilet mixed with B.O., Annie. It’s really hot today.” (And I had been on a plane pretty much all day. Also, thinking about swimming naked in the creek with Annie definitely kicked up the moisture output.)


Annie laughed. She looked around quickly. I knew what that meant. We got a one-second kiss in. Kids at Pine Mountain are not allowed to kiss each other in broad daylight. Well, actually, kids at Pine Mountain are not allowed to kiss at all.


It’s a pretty uptight school, considering all those no-kissing, no-girls-in-boys’-dorm-rooms, and no-cellphone rules and such.


“I think you smell like home,” Annie said.


Sweat. Sweat. Sweat.


I licked my lips. “In that case, I’m sorry your house smells like gross boy smell.”


“Maybe we have time to tear off each other’s clothes and have sex before dinner,” Annie said.


Okay. I’ll be honest. Annie actually said “go for a run” in the part where my brain wanted to hear her say “tear off each other’s clothes and have sex.”


I wish my brain would stop doing that. One of these days, Annie was going to actually ask if I wanted to “tear off each other’s clothes and have sex” and then I’d dash away and grab my running shoes, because that’s pretty much exactly how much of a loser I have always been.


But settling for just the go-for-a-run part of Annie’s proposition was exactly what smelly, sweaty, mopey, jet-lagged kid who wanted to go skinny-dipping needed before dinner. Besides, I couldn’t wait to see if everything was still the same—all our running trails, the meeting place we called Stonehenge that we’d made in the woods, and, well, how much water was in the creek, and if it was warm enough for swimming.


I guess it’s an unreasonable expectation, isn’t it? Everything changes, constantly. I learned that lesson the hard way.


“I met my roommate,” I said.


Annie asked, “Is he a rugby guy?”


That was funny. I had to laugh.


Sam Abernathy wasn’t big enough to be the ball.


“Actually, I came down here intending to petition the headmaster—how do you say his name?—to switch my dorm assignment, but then I chickened out.”


“Yeah. How do you say his name?” Annie asked.


“Sam Abernathy,” I answered.


“Your roommate?”


I nodded.


“I never heard of him. Is he a new kid?”


“Brand new,” I said. “Newer than new. He’s a freshman.”


“Why would they put you with a freshman?”


“It’s worse than that. He’s not just a freshman. He’s a freshman who’s twelve years old.”


Annie got this wide-eyed look of understanding. She nodded and said, “Oh . . .”


“Yeah. Oh. Right? It’s not fair. They can’t expect me to help the kid out. He can survive on his own, just like I did.”


“You survived on your own?” Annie said.


I never would have made it through ninth grade if it hadn’t been for Annie’s friendship. Not tenth or eleventh, either, for that matter.


We stopped at the T in the path, where it branched off into “boy” direction and “girl” direction to safely segregate the dorms with wide banks of shrubs we called the DGZ, the De-Genderized Zone.


“Well, it’s my senior year. I don’t want a little-kid roommate. I want to have fun. It’s not fair.”


“Wow. Just listen to you, Ryan Dean.”


I felt my naked ears turn red.


“Oh. Sorry.”


“It will be good for both of you, Ryan Dean,” Annie said. “You remember what it was like when you first started here, don’t you? You were so scared.”


“I’ve blanked it from my memory,” I said.


“Well, that poor boy. I can’t wait to meet him. I bet he’s adorable.”


Ugh.


Annie Altman had a powerful mommy drive, I thought.


“I’ll draw you a Sam Abernathy comic,” I offered.


“Good. It’s about time you showed me something again.”


“That’s a very perverted thing for you to say, Annie. Maybe you should wait till we get up to the creek.”


Annie laughed and pushed me away from her and said, “Meet me back here in ten minutes, okay, West?”


•  •  •


So.


I almost felt the urge to knock on my own door when I got back to our dorm room, but Sam Abernathy was definitely not going to make knocking on doors become a thing that would define our relationship from day one forward.


I took a deep breath and braced myself for the ungodly things I might see on the other side of my door: a congregation of Abernathys singing hymns over an autoharp, or maybe they’d finally gone home to wherever their gene pool had settled and I was about to walk in on a twelve-year-old boy doing something really awkward and embarrassing like twelve-year-old boys tend to do if you leave them alone for long enough, which is probably about forty-five seconds, but I wouldn’t know anything about that, considering I’d already erased all twelve-year-old memories from my head.


The Abernathy population inside my dorm room had been reduced to one.


At least someone had bothered to make my bed after the four-year-old exposed my unicorns.


Sam Abernathy, all properly angelic in his Pine Mountain Academy tie and blazer, sat on the edge of his bed and stared across the floor to what I could only estimate was the little black gap beneath my bed. Maybe he was afraid of monsters hiding under there, or the other things you get scared of when you should still be in elementary school.


“Hi,” Sam Abernathy said.


“Hello.”


I unknotted my tie and pulled off my sweaty shirt and tossed them onto my bed.


Unlike O-Hall, where boys had to keep things perfectly neat at all times, here in the regular dorms guys were allowed to be as sloppy as their roommates could stand. And since it was clear to me from the moment I set eyes on Sam Abernathy that he was not going to have a say in the matter, I’d already pretty much decided to mess this place up beyond recognition as quickly as possible.


While I was gone, Sam Abernathy had also taken it upon himself to raise the blinds and open our window, which made living on the ground floor like some kind of ongoing performance art for all the kids walking around the campus. I glared at the Abernathy and pulled down the blinds.


I kicked my shoes into the monster gap beneath my bed and slipped off my Pine Mountain boy’s uniform trousers.


“Are you just going to take off your clothes right here? Right in front of me, Ryan?” Sam asked. The kid’s cheeks looked like strawberry ice cream.


I balled up my pants and tossed them on the floor at the foot of my pink bed. So far, the mess was looking pretty . . . um . . . messy, or something. I let out a dramatic sigh and faced the kid, putting my hands on my hips and sticking out my chest, so I’d look authoritarian, which is kind of hard to pull off when you’re just standing there in nothing but socks and briefs.


“Look,” I said. “Two things: First, my name is not Ryan. My name is Ryan Dean. Not Ryan. I hate it when people call me Ryan, so don’t do it.”


“Oh. Sorry. Ryan Dean.”


Sam Abernathy squirmed a little. His bed squeaked. Maybe Sam farted. It sounded like a chew toy for a puppy, which is exactly how I would imagine a little kid like Sam Abernathy’s farts would sound.


“And second,” I said, “this is a dorm room. It did not come equipped with separate changing facilities. If you haven’t noticed yet, the doorknob inside our bathroom pokes you in the back when you stand up to pee. Get used to it. I’m gross. You’re gross. And there’s no room here. Living in a dorm room the size of my closet back home with another guy is goddamned disgustingly gross.”


Okay, I’ll admit I did not say “goddamned” to Sam Abernathy. A word like that from an angry naked guy could break a kid as innocent as Sam Abernathy.


Sam Abernathy didn’t say anything. He just sat on his bed in front of a pile of textbooks and school papers, staring at me.


God! He had actually already started reading the textbooks for his classes.


I hopped from foot to foot and dropped my socks and then my underwear onto the floor. I got into my running shorts and tank top, then slipped my bare feet into my trail-runner shoes and headed for the door. As I shut it behind me, Sam Abernathy said something, but I wasn’t paying attention to him.


I did glance back for a second, though, just to catch a glimpse of the mess I’d left behind.


I felt virile and godlike—and angry, too—like a senior should.





CHAPTER FIVE


BUT THEN THERE WAS THIS. Always this.
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CHAPTER SIX


ANNIE AND I WENT ON our usual Buzzard’s Roost run that afternoon. I kept trying to notice if things were different now, but everything around Pine Mountain seemed to have been stuck in a sort of suspended animation since last year. Annie and I kissed at the top of the mountain. The day was clear enough that we could see the ocean.


And I wasn’t joking when I asked Annie if she wanted to go swimming naked in the creek with me, but when she didn’t answer I took it as a sort of challenge. So I told her, “Okay, Annie. I am not joking. You and me. Naked swimming is totally going to happen one day before we graduate out of this place.”


And later at dinner, Annie wasn’t joking about the comic I’d drawn either.


Annie had a serious, but very hot, about-to-scold-me look in her eyes.


“Were you really this mean to him?”





[image: image]





I’d given her my “Meet My Roommate: Sam Abernathy” comic as we sat in the crowded and buzzing cafeteria for dinner together. It was the first time I’d shown Annie one of my drawings since my friend Joey died the year before.


I wagged a french fry at her like a potato finger of correction. “I wasn’t that mean to him. Just sort of mean.”


“Sort of?”


“Yeah. Like, not too much. Kind of like a you-don’t-want-to-cuddle-with-a-smelly-cat mean. That’s all.”


Annie avoided making eye contact. That’s what she did when she was disappointed. I instantly felt like shit.


She said, “You, of all people, should be ashamed of yourself, Ryan Dean.”


The bite of fry I just swallowed seemed to balloon to the size of a porpoise in my throat.


“I . . .”


“And what’s this?”


Annie put her fingertip on the dark figure I’d drawn clawing his way into our room through the open window.


“Oh. Him? He’s Nate. Just someone I draw now,” I lied.


It was a lie, because Nate wasn’t just someone I drew. I couldn’t get away from him. He was everywhere, and he made himself appear in everything I drew or daydreamed about. It was inevitable that Nate—the Next Accidental Terrible Experience—would catch me again and again.


Wasn’t it?


Annie shook her head. Her hair danced. It was hot, the way she could do that. Then she stared at me and I could see her eyes getting wetter. Annie folded my comic and slipped it into her bag. Neither of us said anything.


When we finished eating and put away our trays and stuff, Annie took me by the hand and walked me over to the freshmen’s side of the cafeteria.


She said, “I want you to introduce me to your roommate.”


“Sam Abernathy?”


“Yes. Sam Abernathy.”


“Well, he might be hard to find. He’s really small. We might have to get down on our hands and knees.”


“Stop being mean,” Annie said.


I was confused. I didn’t think I was being mean.


As we threaded our way through the tables of ninth graders, all these sets of little eyes fixed warily on us, as though they expected some major and humiliating act of hazing to initiate them into Pine Mountain.


Now I knew how sharks felt when they cruised through massive schools of mackerel.


But Sam Abernathy wasn’t among the fry.


It wasn’t like I was keeping tabs on the kid, anyway. He could easily have come, eaten, and gone without ever being noticed.


“The Abernathy fish stick is not here,” I said. “He’s probably asleep inside his Poké ball or something.”


“Oh, stop it, Ryan Dean,” Annie said. But she was smiling, too.


We walked slowly back toward the De-Genderized Zone between the dorms. I was so tired, but I didn’t want to say good night to Annie and then have to be alone, far from home, in a room with a stranger. Because I’d never really been alone since Joey died. I always had people I knew—my friends—to stay with. Now it was as though everything was new, changed, and I didn’t really want things to be like that.


And why does that last night of summer, on the day before school starts, always have to be so goddamned depressing?


We stopped at the T in the walk.


“You think something bad’s going to happen, don’t you?” Annie said.


I shrugged.


“Do you want to talk about it?”


“I guess we are,” I said.


“I mean talk to somebody about it. Maybe my mom.”


I kind of lit up at the thought of visiting Annie’s house again. Her mom was a psychologist, and she’d helped me out more than I can say after Joey died. But I didn’t want to talk about it anymore.


And I could feel Nate watching me, hidden in the dark thorny hedge that separated the dorms. I felt dizzy and sick, like I was about to fall off the ledge of a skyscraper, worried that something bad was going to happen to Annie.


I leaned close to her—so close, our bodies touched, and I thought about duct-taping Sam Abernathy inside a desk drawer and sneaking Annie into my dorm room so we could mess up Princess Snugglewarm together.


I shook my head. “I don’t need to talk to anyone, Annie. I’ll stop drawing that guy if it bothers you. I just . . . I . . .”


And when I put my lips to hers, a flashlight beam splashed onto our faces.


“Hey! That’s enough of that, you two!”


It was Mr. Bream, the resident counselor who lived on the ground floor of the boys’ dorm.


“Are you trying to start off the school year with a PDA write-up and a call home to Mommy and Daddy?”


Annie and I backed apart.


I cleared my throat and squeaked, “I’m sorry, Annie.”


Mr. Bream turned off the flashlight and stepped up to us.


“Ryan Dean West? Is that you?”


Mr. Bream combed his mustache with his index finger. He always did the same thing when he was angry: two strokes on each side, then a final swipe on the right.


“Yes, sir,” I confessed.


“Did I read the housing assignments correctly? That you’re on floor one with a freshman roommate?” Mr. Bream asked.


I gave Annie a pained look, like I’d just been kicked in the balls, which is a look I have had quite a bit of experience with.


I sighed. “Yes.”


“Did you get in trouble again?”


I shook my head. “I honestly don’t know why they did this to me.”


Mr. Bream combed his mustache again. Five times. Then he pointed his flashlight at the center of my chest. “I don’t agree with putting a senior on floor one, so you just better know I’m keeping an eye on you.”


“Yes, sir.”


“All right. Well, you two can say good night and run along.”


And Mr. Bream just stood there watching me and Annie.


Annie said, “See you in class tomorrow.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I’d better run along, Annie.”





CHAPTER SEVEN


IT WAS NINE O’CLOCK.


What twelfth-grade boy on the planet goes to bed at nine o’clock at night?


Ryan Dean West does, that’s who.


I grudgingly dragged my feet back to Unit 113, which was my new home away from anywhere I cared about; and one that came equipped with a built-in Sam Abernathy. I thought about going upstairs and hanging out at Seanie and JP’s, maybe watching some television with them, but I didn’t really feel like they’d want me around. I could only hope that the Abernathy larva was such a bigger loser than me that he’d already be fast asleep, so I wouldn’t have to talk to him or listen to him or look at him or anything else with him for that matter.


No such luck.


When I got back to my—ugh!—our room, the Abernathy was awake, sitting up under the covers in his Super Mario bed with the lights off and the television on. Also, I might add, once again our window, and the door to our pint-size bathroom (our!) were both fully open—and didn’t Sam Abernathy know about the dark guy who’d been standing outside the window all day watching me?


It was freezing cold.


I didn’t bring a television to Pine Mountain. I had a microwave oven. To me, watching the illuminated countdown of LED numbers when you’re zapping instant mac and cheese was just about as thrilling as looking at most television programs. The Abernathy had taken it upon himself to bring a notebook-paper-size flatscreen TV, which he placed on top of our one and only book/microwave oven shelf located along the wall at the foot of my Princess Snugglewarm child-size-extra-small bed. The Abernathy had to sit up in his bed to watch his TV due to the desks forming a kind of Maginot Line of defenses between Princess Snugglewarm and the Mario Bros.


It was 130 square feet of hell, except that it was freezing cold.


The other thing I noticed right away, besides the open goddamned window and the icicles that were forming on the sill—and Sam Abernathy’s pleading puppy-dog eyes staring at me as soon as I got through the door—was that, apparently, the Abernathy had taken it upon himself to very neatly fold and hang all the clothes I’d strewn around the Ryan Dean West half of our divided state. That was gross. I did not want the Abernathy to ever touch my socks and underwear.


Did I mention it was cold?


Seriously, my breath fogged the moment I entered my (our) room.
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“Hi, Ryan Dean.”


Okay. Let me make this clear right now: Sam Abernathy was the kind of kid that human beings instantly like. He was as cute as a laundry hamper filled with beagle puppies and cotton balls, and he was just so goddamned nice all the time.
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