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All it is, is a little pressure.

And just like that, everything changes.

You think about all the channels, all the wiring. The signal from your brain running through your nervous system to the tip of your finger. From the mouse through the cable, then … out there, miles and miles of electricity, snapping and crackling down the line, and then it all comes screaming right back at you.

And there it is, your answer.

Which might explain why I’ve been sitting here for three minutes, unable to do something as simple as bend my finger.

Just a little pressure …

Nope, can’t do it.

I’ve got the cursor in place. It’s right over the dice symbol, ready to give me the number.

I’m just not ready to ask for it.

I think about numbers. One through six. How much difference is there between one and six? Between two and five? Three and four? Almost none.

Out of the corner of my eye I see a new message.

Scared?

I resist the temptation to type the symbol for the finger sign.

Because I am. Scared. But he doesn’t have to know that.

There has to be a connection between the noun die and the verb die. It can’t be a coincidence that this little cube of chance has the same name as the ultimate bad roll.

Three is not death, I remind myself. Four is not death. Neither is five or six.

Only one and two.

I’ve earned a four or a five, I think. I’ve been playing really well.

And I’ve been attacked. And by someone on my team. That should earn me something, right?

But you can’t earn anything in a game of chance. Luck isn’t earned. It just is.

It just is.

Time to throw myself upon the mercy of the universe.

I think: Click. But my finger doesn’t move.

Another message: If you kick a dog and it doesn’t move—is it dead?

I type back: If you kick a dog, it might jump up and bite your ass.

I think: Things you can make happen with just a finger.

Shoot someone … drop the bomb … piss someone off….

Pick your nose.

I smile.

Okay, do it now, do it now with a smile, do it with a finger up in his face, do it.

No one or two.

No one or two.

Threefourfivesix. Threefourfivesix.

I fix my eyes right on the screen. No looking away. Press.

After all that, it’s easy. Just press and it’s done.

Can’t take it back now.

Snap, snap, screaming through the wires, the question, the answer, the request, the reward or the punishment.

What do we have for her, what do we have?

We have …

Four.

And I am still alive.

My mom knocks on the door, tells me it’s time for dinner. I tell her, “In a minute.”

She opens the door. “Judith. Now.”

■□■□

Now I am here.

“Here” is the kitchen. “Here” is the plate on the table. Salt and pepper shakers. The mail stacked up on the counter. My mom eating.

I am here now, me again.

But the Game’s still in my head. Buzzing and crackling, like in the Frankenstein movies, where they shoot the monster up with electricity.

There was a 33 percent chance I could have rolled a one or a two. If I had rolled a one or two, I would have been stuck with a very low level of strength.

Irgan, the guy who attacked me, rolled a three. But he has an extremely high level of aggression. Aggression can mean you don’t need as much strength.

I can’t believe he attacked.

Can’t believe I actually survived….

My mom says, “You sit too close to the screen.”

My mom—the other person at the table obsessed with the Game.

“It’s really not good for your eyes,” she says.

I nod over my plate.

“You think I’m nagging, but I’m not.”

I smile. “No, I know.”

But she is. Nagging. The problem is not the screen. Or my eyes.

My mom just hates the Game.

She sighs dramatically. “I remember when people used to play games with other people.”

“I do play with other people,” I remind her.

“I mean people you can see. People who are there.”

“They are there,” I say patiently. “They just happen to be in other places while they’re there.”

Like Timbuktu. Or Anchorage. Or Third Avenue.

Now, if I had rolled a three …

My mom’s voice. “Do you know anything about these people? Who they are?”

“What does it matter?”

“It does matter,” she says. “It matters because there are sick people out there.”

Mom’s biggest fear. Perverts on the Internet.

It’s a joke. The new bogeyman.

I should make a joke, actually. Something about monsters under the bed.

But for some reason my throat’s tight—whatever I say, it’ll come out wrong. It’s the images in my mother’s head. Drooling old men reaching out to put their hands on you. Their gross, sticky fingers. Come here, little girl.

Joke. Think of a joke.

I grin. “Well, then its definitely a good thing that there’s a lot of distance between me and them.”

“And you’ll keep it that way?” She’s all intense. “Someone asks to meet you, you say no?”

I say no.

For a few minutes we eat. My mom tries to decide if she’s satisfied, while I try to be as small as possible, give her no target. I know we’re both thinking, Why do we have to fight about this? Except my mom’s also thinking, If only she’d quit, and I’m thinking, If only she’d quit.

My mom is not the worst. She tries. Only sometimes too hard.

Then from the outside hallway we hear the rumble of the elevator, someone getting off on our floor. Our kitchen’s right by the front door, so you can hear everyone coming and going.

Well, you can hear the Heitmans. They’re the only other family that lives on our hall.

My mom pretends to be eating. But I can tell she’s listening. Trying to figure out: Is it Mrs. Heitman? Mr. Heitman? Or Jonathan?

It’s almost nine o’clock. It could be Mrs. Heitman coming home from work.

It can’t be Mr. Heitman coming home from work. Mr. Heitman doesn’t have a job.

Could be Jonathan. Coming home from wherever.

The door to the Heitmans’ apartment opens. Closes.

My mom waits a second, then says in a low voice, “I saw her the other day.”

“Who? Mrs. Heitman?”

My mom nods. “She looked completely exhausted.”

I shake my head and Mom shakes hers, too. We may not agree on the Game, but we do agree about Mrs. Heitman. We feel bad for her. And we like her. Even though we don’t know her that well.

We should, when you think about it. Know her better. The Heitmans have lived next door as long as we’ve been here—practically forever.

But the Heitmans aren’t really the kind of people you know. They’re the kind of people you stay away from. Not Mrs. H., but Mr. Heitman sort of. And Jonathan definitely.

My mom reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. Like, Maybe my kid spends too much time on the computer, but she’s not a psycho like Jonathan Heitman.

Then she gives me a big smile. “Hey, when’s Leia coming around? I miss that girl.”

I take a drink of soda. I wish there were a way, when you don’t ever want to think about somebody again, that you could erase the memory of their existence from other people’s minds. Because as long as they’re in someone’s head, they exist. Which means you end up talking about them.

Which means you have to remember they exist.

“I mean, now that the school year’s started, and you guys are back at Connolly, I’m assuming you’ll be as inseparable as ever.”

Lie or tell the truth?

I can’t decide, so I end up not saying anything.

“How was her summer?” My mom’s still on it.

I concentrate on my plate. “I don’t really know.”

“You don’t know?”

“No.”

My mom frowns, then asks, “What? You guys have a fight?”

“No, we just …” I shrug. “I don’t know.”

She waits for a second, then says, “Well, whatever it is, I can’t imagine you won’t work it out.”

I nod. Because I don’t know what else to say.

“Maybe you should give her a call.”

“Yeah, I did.” That comes out wrong, and I start forking up carrots.

It’s a weird thing: When you get loud, everyone else gets quiet. I can feel my mom dying to ask, “So? What happened?”

But instead she changes the subject. And I let her.

Because she’s right. She really doesn’t want to know.

Later, as I wash the dishes, I think about aggression. When someone attacks and they’re stronger than you …

Way more aggressive than you …

How do you fight back? How do you win?

What can you use to defend yourself?

Intelligence, for one thing. Weaponry, obviously.

Luck.

I’m not sure if I have luck or not.

In fact, I’m fairly sure I don’t.

You can always start over, I tell myself. It is only a game.

Only it’s not.
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My great-uncle Albert was called Crazy Uncle Albert because he was a genius. At least, people thought he was a genius because he was good at math, and no one could figure out how his mind worked. Actually, it didn’t work a lot of the time. There were basic life things he couldn’t do, like drive a car or talk to people.

But his mind worked really well when it came to numbers. So well that during World War II the government sent him to Los Alamos to work on the bomb. After the war he taught at a college. But then he just kind of lost whatever normal mind he had and became a hermit somewhere until he died.

We have one picture of him. He’s your classic dork. High-water pants, glasses, weird crew-cut hair. He’s standing in some field with his shoulders back, like someone told him, “Pose for the camera.” I guess he meant to stick out his chest, but the first thing you see is his stomach.

He looks like a nice person, though. He’s got this big smile, like he’s thrilled someone would want to take his picture.

My mom says I’m like him. She says that’s where I get my “math mind.”

I don’t look like him, and I hate to be mean, but I’m a little glad about that. Not that I would say this to Mom about her uncle, but … no harm in thinking it.

My dad said that to me a few years ago: “There’s no harm in thinking.” We were talking about Crazy Uncle Albert and whether it was right to use your brain to build weapons.

He said, “You can’t expect people not to think. Not to know things just because they could be bad.”

I said, “Yeah, but then they built it and a hundred thousand people died.”

My dad laughed and said there were a lot of steps between the thinking and doing.

Which I know, duh. All I was saying is that when you think of doing something, you don’t always know the consequences. For a while people thought about building the bomb, but nothing happened. In the end it was a lot of different people doing a lot of different things, most of which had nothing to do with the bomb, that did make it happen.

I think about that sometimes. Who was the person who had the first thought, the one that started it all?

And after they had the thought, what was the first thing they did?

I know my uncle never thought, Hey, all this great science—one day I’ll use it to kill a whole bunch of people. You just look at his picture; he’s not that kind of guy.

And yet, I guess in a way he sort of is.

On the next page of the scrapbook there’s a picture of my dad. He’s a little kid, standing in a yard in front of a big house. That’s just one picture of him; obviously we have more. Him and my mom, him and me. But nothing for the last five years. Not since he moved to Seattle, where he got a job at a university.

I used to think of my dad and think of a smell. His sweaters had this rough, woolly smell, and when you hugged him, you just breathed it in.

Now I think of a voice, “Hey, kiddo.” Which is usually the first thing he says when he calls. He calls me every week.

Sometimes when I talk to him on the phone, I try to picture him in his house talking to me. If he’s sitting down or walking around. Doodling.

And sometimes I think maybe he isn’t in his house. Maybe he’s in his car, or another state. Or another part of the world. Maybe this is just a tape.

That’s when I say something bizarre like, “I thought I saw a lizard on the crosstown bus the other day,” something no computer could think of a response to.

Just to make sure.

Right now all I’m thinking of doing is raising my hand.

Action: Raise hand in math class.

Consequence: Get answer wrong. Look like complete moron.

I think I’ll keep my hand down.

It’s easy to look like a moron in this class. It’s full of extremely smart people. Because I’m here, I’m supposed to be one of them, but I can’t help feeling someone made a big mistake. And that any second now Mr. Jarman, the teacher, is going to figure that out.

On the very first day he said, “I expect you all to participate. That means speaking up, taking part. Anybody who thinks this class is about tests and homework is wrong. Math is dynamic. Math is about risk. You can’t be afraid to be wrong—even in front of your classmates.”

That’s really when I should have raised my hand. Uh, Mr. Jarman? Sorry. I don’t do those things.

Because all that sounds great, right? But the thing is, at Connolly everyone is hypercompetitive. About everything. Money. Looks. But mostly intelligence. If you’re at Connolly, you’re supposed to be smart. Like … the best. Whatever that means. Kids who are in the top ten of the class want to be in the top three. Kids in the top three want to be number one. I don’t know what number one wants to be. Probably a professor at MIT.

So if you get something wrong in front of your classmates, it’s not like they’re going to go, “Oh, that’s really interesting, let’s talk about that.” They’re going to go, “Ha, ha, you suck.”

Be invisible—that’s my solution. Do my thing, but basically, if no one knows you exist, no one’s going to try and come after you. I’m not a star, one of those kids on Mathletes or a statewide prize winner—and I want to keep it that way.

Now Jarman s prowling around the classroom, waiting for an answer.

I really should raise my hand. Get it over with. It’s the second week of school, and practically everyone’s had their hand up at least once but me.

I’m pretty sure I know the answer.

So, just raise your stupid hand.

Maybe I’m paralyzed. Because my brain is telling my hand to move, but my hand’s not listening.

Perhaps it knows my brain doesn’t mean it.

Raise your hand!

I lift my fingers off the table. But just as I’m thinking, Rise, Sir Wrist, Peter Nardo’s hand shoots up, and Jarman shouts, “Yes, Peter!”

Great. Peter Nardo was the only other person in class who hadn’t said anything yet.

Now I’m the only one left.

I get through the rest of class okay. But as I get up to leave I can feel Mr. Jarman watching me.

You’re next.

One day I’m going to invent a game called Lunchroom.

Lunchroom: Where no one survives.

You could have evil counter ladies, toxic food, spaghetti sauce spills that make you stick to the floor. The line that NEVER ENDS! The vending machine that EATS YOUR MONEY! The foul stench that KNOCKS YOU UNCONSCIOUS!

Your challenge is to make it through the crowd and find a safe place. Various things can kill you, from putrid veggie burgers to the explosion of laughter that occurs right after you drop your lunch tray. And every person you see, you have to figure out friend or foe, threat level, potential for alliance, and so on.

Like right now, coming at me is Ray Girardi. Won’t hurt, won’t help. He’s a neutral.

But on my left is a table I call the Isle des Snobs. They can freeze you if you get too close. Avoid at all costs. Next to them is the Mathlete crowd. They look like potential allies, but they’re all in Jarman’s class and have an interest in wiping you out as a threat. Assess risk. Decide not worth it.

Allies are almost never worth the risk.

I spot an empty table in the far corner. It’s right by the vending machine, which is why no one wants it. But it’s perfect for me.

One problem: I have to pass by Leia to get there.

The ex-friend who GIVES YOU THE LOOK OF DEATH!

And Leia is not alone. Leia has allies.

Namely, her new best friends, Kelsey and Jessica.

It’s funny, until the end of last year Leia never even mentioned K&J. They were completely off her radar. But this year you’d think they’d all been buds since first grade. They do everything together. Lunch. After school. They even tried to get the same classes.

They laugh the same way too, at the same time. Then they laugh about how they laugh.

And to get to my safe place, the gross, sticky table by the vending machine, I have to walk past all three of them.

Okay. The thing to do is pretend complete ignorance of their existence. Like my mom says about people I play the Game with: “You don’t see them, so how can they possibly exist?”

Also, do not breathe while passing by them. Ex-friends can emit poisonous gases.

Basically, be invisible.

They do see me—I know because they stop giggling for two whole seconds—but they pretend not to. No snickers, no nasty comments. This time, anyway.

Maybe Leia thinks I have a high threat potential.

Yeah, right. She just refuses to acknowledge that you exist.

Well, same here.

Finally I reach the table, where I pull out my Game notebook. In it I keep a record of my moves and the moves of certain other players. It helps me strategize. Also, to ignore people.

As I look over my notes from yesterday’s game I keep thinking about how my mom’s always worried some creep from the Game will hunt me down and kill me.

And now someone is trying to kill me.

I don’t get it. What does Irgan the Head Case want with me?

There’s a burst of laughter, mean laughter; some poor soul just got zapped. Even I look up to see who it is, and that’s when I see Katie Mitchell standing at the outer edge of the tables, her tray tilted, a huge splash of soda on the floor next to her.

Katie. Of course.

In Lunchroom: The Game definitely one of the weakest levels of player would be a Katie. The fat, rich girl who tries too hard to get people to like her, so of course nobody does. Katie’s a total airhead. Airheads don’t do well at Connolly.

Everybody says about Katie that her parents got her into Connolly because they gave a lot of money to the school. Which is a horrible thing to say about anybody, but she’s such a dip you kind of believe it.

Right now she’s faced with that most dire of Lunchroom scenarios: nowhere to sit.

Last year she could have sat with Kelsey and Jessica. They were her “friends” last year, even though K&J made it clear that Katie should feel honored that they let her hang with them. I guess she agreed, because she never seemed to mind how they put her down.

Then at the end of last year Leia started hanging around with Kelsey and Jessica. Guess who was odd girl out?

As Katie wanders around looking for somewhere, anywhere, to sit, she glances over at Leia and K&J, but they totally ignore her.

I’m about to go back to my notebook, when Katie looks over, sees me watching her, and breaks into this huge grin.

Oh no, I think. No, no, no …

Too late. Katie’s headed this way.

“Hey, mind if I sit down?” She doesn’t wait to hear yes, just sits. “Being Psycho Student Woman, I see.” She nods at my notebook. “God, I haven’t even, like, started. I think my brain is still on vacation. What brain I actually have.”

This is how Katie talks. Nonstop. Like if she stops for air, you’ll tell her to get lost.

I have no choice. I put the notebook back in my bag. So weak I can’t even defend myself against Katie Mitchell.

“So, what’s up?” Katie smiles and bites her lip at the same time. “You have a cool summer?”

“Yeah, pretty cool.”

“I went to Maui.”

“Whoa.” Which, I think, is the right thing to say.

“Yeah, kind of sucks if you’re not Bikini Goddess, but hey. Decent shopping.”

She nods. So I nod. And think, Katie, what are you doing here?

But I know what she’s doing here. I don’t even have to look at Leia and her pals snickering to know.

Katie glances back at where they’re mopping up her soda spill. “Could you believe I did that? God, I am, like, Klutz Woman today.”

I say, “I’ve done it a hundred times.” I haven’t, but why be a jerk?

“I probably ruined my shoes.” She looks down, all upset.

Okay, that’s it. Maui is one thing. Shopping and Maui—maybe okay. But I am not going to listen to shopping, Maui, and shoes just so Katie has someone to sit with at lunch. Just so she can pretend she has a new “best friend,” and hasn’t been totally dissed by K&J.

I start getting up. “You know, I have to go. I’ve got this huge test coming up.”

Katie nods. Like she totally expected to get blown off. “Sure. Hey, maybe I’ll see you around.”

I nod back. Escape, escape …

Of course, I don’t have a test. No one does the second week of school.

But I do have a psycho killer on my butt, and if I don’t figure out how to get rid of him, I may be dead in four hours.

■□■□

Three thirty. One hour to Game time.

From Connolly to my house it’s twenty-three blocks.

Twenty down and three across.

Last year I always walked the same way.

And I still go the same way this year.

Which means walking past 158 West Seventy-first Street.

Some numbers are ill omened. They have their own particular energy. You can actually feel it sometimes when you come across them. It’s heavy, oppressive. Like the feeling in the air right before a storm.

With 158 West Seventy-first Street it’s something about the combination of numbers. They feel out of sync. Nothing quite fits with anything else and nothing wants to. There’s all kinds of cracks and fissures in the surface. It’s not a solid gateway. A lot can get through.

Sometimes, in order to make my way past it, I tell myself it’s just a door. It’s green, it’s got gold numbers on it—158. That’s all it is, just a door.

I remind myself that it’s daytime. Broad daylight. Everyone can see everything.

Ill-omened things can work for you, I tell myself. It’s not a bad thing to come in contact with a destructive force, absorb some of its power.

Still, I hate walking on Seventy-first Street.

Leia Taplow lives on Seventy-first Street.

But that’s not why.

It doesn’t matter why.

Today I walk right by it without looking. But I know when it’s coming, and right before, I feel myself speed up, walk just a little faster.

I hate myself for that.

Tomorrow I’ll do it again, exactly the same way. Only I won’t run.

I glance at my watch. Start walking faster.

Almost Game time.
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Last year for social studies I had to write an essay called “Where I Live.” You could make it anywhere you wanted. Like some kids wrote about the planet, and other kids wrote about their bedroom. I wrote about my building, which is the Bradnor, on Ninety-first Street.

Maybe seventy families live here. Everybody knows each other.

Well, at least something about each other.

Like everybody knows that Mrs. Levine in 1C has twenty-four cats in her apartment, but she tells the building she has only two.

Everybody knows that the Caldwells in 4E fight all the time because he’s an opera singer and she drinks too much.

Everybody knows that Mr. Heitman in 12B was fired a year ago and hasn’t found a job yet. And that Mrs. Heitman works two jobs to keep Jonathan in some school for screwups after he got thrown out of the last one.

Obviously I didn’t put that in my essay. But I did think how strange it is. The way, without even knowing it, people leave little pieces of their lives floating around. You look at those little bits and you think, Okay, that’s them. That’s who they are. Like, I don’t know what Mrs. Levine thinks about herself, but to me she’s Mrs. Levine in 1C with the cats.

Here’s what the building knows about Jonathan Heitman.

A few years ago a kid from our building got caught shoplifting. When his parents checked his room, they found tons of stolen stuff: CDs, candy, even video games. The kid freaked and told them Jonathan had made him do it. At first it’d been fun, like a game. But then Jonathan told him he’d rat him out unless he stole a certain amount every week.

They know he does drugs. Mr. Dalmas, the janitor, found some drug stuff in the basement, and everyone says it has to be Jonathan’s.

They know he broke into the coin box on the washing machines in the laundry room. At least, they’re pretty sure it was him. “He’s a druggie,” I heard Mrs. Rosen say. “Druggies steal.”

The building knows a lot about Jonathan. He leaves a lot of himself around.

In fact, he’s kind of splattered all over the place.

In the elevator I press the button for twelve.

If you look lower, you’ll see the button for the sixth floor. It’s black. Hard plastic.

Someone’s scratched a swastika on it.

Here’s something the building doesn’t know about Jonathan Heitman.

It was over the summer. I don’t remember where I was going—only that when I walked out of my apartment, there he was.

That almost never happens: me being alone with Jonathan. We live in totally different time zones. Not to mention universes.

He did say, “Hey” But I didn’t say anything back; I figured anything I said would sound stupid to him.

When the elevator finally came, I let him go in first. He slouched in the corner. I stayed as close to the door as possible. Not that I was afraid of him or anything. But there’s always been something about him, you don’t want to get too close.

I pressed for the ground floor. And that’s when I saw it. The button.

Without thinking, I said, “That’s really ill.”

I looked over at him. He shrugged, a little smile on his face. And I knew he had done it.

I looked back at the button, so ugly and so … dumb. Like, Nyah, nyah. Can’t get me.

I said, “Some people in the building lived through that. Its not a joke.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s a total joke.”

I stared at the door, watched the floors disappear. Because I didn’t know what else to say. Like Jonathan had taken everything that was real and decided that because it didn’t mean anything to him, it couldn’t mean anything to anyone else.

Someone else, I thought, would know exactly what to say. They would know the exact right words to make Jonathan feel small and stupid, which is what he deserves to feel.

I was really pissed off at myself that I wasn’t one of those people.

It bugged me for weeks. I couldn’t get over what a wimp I’d been. But then I realized that’s what Jonathan gets off on.

Making people feel helpless.

Nobody’s home at my house. The whole place has a silent, deserted feel.

I love this time of day.

I go to my room, shut the door, and sit down at my desk.

I plug the line into the phone.

Tap space bar, go to Favorites.

There it is. The Game.

The funny thing about the Game is I haven’t been doing it that long. Not even a year.

I guess I seriously got into it over the summer. Last year I was in this bookstore, and somehow I ended up in the gaming section, where I saw this book called Hell’s Mouth: The Guide. And I was like, What? Because Hell’s Mouth was this weird, out-there fantasy series that I’d read a million years ago.
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