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“MISS SUSIE”

Susanna Byrd turned nine that Thursday morning at 7:17 a.m. She kept her eyes on the digital clock on the stove, the spoon of Cream of Wheat with a swirl of clover honey halfway to her mouth, and when it flickered from :16 to :17, she grinned and chomped that spoonful.

Miss Susie had a steamboat.

The steamboat had a bell.

No gifts at breakfast—that’d been the rule forever. But there were three cards under her bowl of Cream of Wheat when she came to the table, and there was her mother, standing behind her chair, smiling.

“Did Dad leave already?”

Mom frowned and nodded, her head cocked at a sympathetic angle. “And Byron, too.”

Susanna’s big brother—the high schooler. He was never around and Susanna didn’t care, anyway.

She’d saved the cards till 7:17, of course, and then she pushed aside her barely eaten bowl of Cream of Wheat with a swirl of clover honey. The top card was from Byron. Susanna tore the envelope (and a little of the card in the process) and scanned his scrawled note that might as well have said, “You suck and I hope you die,” even if it actually said, “Happy birthday, Sis. Love, Byron.”

The next card on the stack was from her grandmother in New York, Susanna’s only living grandparent. That one had a check in it. Susanna adored checks. She pulled it out—it was a pink one—and folded it once and then once again and shoved it into her back pocket.

“Do you want me to bring that to the bank for you today?” Mom asked.

Susanna shook her head. “I wanna go with you. Wait for me to get home.”

The bottom card was from Mom and Dad, with a message from each inside, their handwriting as different as a hammer and a nail.

After breakfast—Susanna ate every last speck of Cream of Wheat with a swirl of clover honey—her mother tied three silver ribbons into her hair, which was the color of buckwheat honey, and she said, “Happy birthday, Susanna. I hope you have a perfect day.”

*  *  *

It was three blocks south and three blocks east to the bus stop. Susanna would rather walk diagonally, but the streets weren’t made that way. Sometimes she fantasized about soaring like a crow straight from the top of her house to the bus stop, over the other houses and fenced-in yards and other kids. Sometimes she imagined tunneling way down deep, under the basements and sewers and electric cables. Sometimes she just slipped out the front door and waved to her mom and set her eyes on the road ahead till the door closed behind her. Then she skirted the homes and pranced across the grass and cut across backyards and front yards and went diagonally anyway.

Miss Susie went to Heaven

And the steamboat went to Hell—

“I like the ribbons in your hair.” Susanna stopped at the words and let her backpack drop down her arm so the strap settled into her hand. She found Ella standing there, right smack in the middle of a backyard that rightfully shouldn’t have held either of the girls. Ella Stone was the tallest in her grade—but only eight for another six weeks. That gave Susanna seniority.

Ella had hair the color of starflower honey. So rare and desirable.

“Why do you have ribbons in your hair?”

“It’s my birthday,” Susanna said. She didn’t add, “I’m nine.” She hoped Ella would ask.

Ella didn’t.

“Are you going to school today?” Susanna asked.

Ella coughed twice into her elbow—the Dracula; that’s what Susanna’s teachers called it since preschool—and then shook her head. The waves of starflower-honey hair—such a prettier and gentler honey than Susanna’s honey hair—caught the morning sunlight and made Susanna shiver.

“Not ever? You’re skipping school?”

Ella coughed like Dracula again. “I’m going to the doctor. I have pneumonia, Mom says.”

Susanna took a step backward and lifted her bag onto her shoulder again. “Bye.”

-O! operator

Please give me number nine

Susanna crossed Cassowary Lane. She didn’t look both ways. In fact, she closed her eyes as she crossed diagonally through its intersection with Heron Lane, and she listened. She listened and she listened hard, and she didn’t hear a thing. She knew it was safe. The whole time she knew it was safe, but she wasn’t sure she was alive till she felt the grass beneath her feet on the far corner. Then she opened her eyes, and above her a crow croaked and cawed. Susanna had to squint to find it against the sun, still low over the houses of Birdland. It landed at the very top of a fir tree in the nearest backyard.

“I’m nine,” she said to the crow in a quiet, private voice. “Today’s my birthday.”

The crow heard her—she was sure of that. It cocked its head just like Mom.

Crows recognize faces. She saw that on PBS, and PBS only tells the truth. Dad told her that. Susanna couldn’t tell one crow from another, but at least all the crows in Birdland would know her.

She was still looking at the black bird—it shined under the cloudless blue sky, and if its feathers were black (and they were), then its eyes were blacker still, deeper than onyx, deeper than the peak of the night sky if stars didn’t exist—when there came a crack, another crack, and the bird seemed to puff into its own feathers, feathers that fluttered too slowly and fell out of view. The bird was gone.

Susanna dropped her eyes and found three boys. They stood in the backyard two over from that fir tree, and the middle boy—he stood in the center, and was taller than the shorter boy and shorter than the taller boy—held a little rifle. Susanna hurried to the fence and stood there, glaring at them through the chain-link.

“What do you want?” said one—the shortest one. His hair was sandy—barberry honey—and close cut, and his eyes were the color of celery and set far apart. His ears stuck out quite a bit, and the whole package made his face—especially once he grinned, revealing his braces—look like the front view of a family car. He was thirteen, she guessed, because he looked particularly mean, and Susanna set her mind again never to kiss a boy, never to marry one, and never to have babies.

The boy with the gun brought it down from his shoulder and held it by the butt, letting the nozzle bounce along the grass as he walked to the fence. “We shot that bird,” he said. “Are you going to cry about it?”

Susanna shook her head. “Why’d you shoot it?”

“We’re allowed,” the middle boy said. His hair was shaggy and thick, and Susanna imagined putting her fingers in it. She thought they might get stuck. His eyes were like hot chocolate with a single black mini marshmallow in the middle. There’s no such thing as black marshmallows, though. “It’s October. We’re allowed to shoot crows this whole month.”

Susanna didn’t know if this was true. It didn’t seem to make sense that it would be okay to kill a bird in October. Why October? Would it be okay to kill the same bird in November if you shot at it in October and missed? If you went hunting for crows on Halloween, did you have to stop at midnight?

Still, the boy didn’t answer her question, and Susanna didn’t push it. She turned her back on the fence and hitched up her bag and kept on toward the bus stop.

And if you disconnect me

I’ll chop off your behind—

The next street—through two more yards—was Egret Lane, and Susanna stopped again. She was early anyway. Ten more minutes till the bus would get there, and it usually sat for five at the corner since it was the last pickup before the school. She stopped this time because she found another boy.

He was twelve, and he sat in a front yard, wearing his St. Luke’s school uniform and reading a superhero comic book. Susanna didn’t care for superheroes. Byron did, or he used to. Susanna had no idea what he cared for nowadays, but his disposition in favor of superheroes had turned her off from them forever. Forever and ever, amen.

His hair was no honey color. It was shiny and black and wet or greasy, like the crow that got shot. His eyes were red at the edges and his nose was peppered with freckles. She didn’t have to get close to know those things because he was Kirby Matheson and he lived in that house. The house with a pine tree in the front yard whose lower branches reached wide and close to the ground and made a little hideout beneath them. He said to her when he saw her staring, “What do you want?”

“Nothing,” Susanna said, but she walked across his yard and stooped under the low-hanging pine branches and sat down with him on the bed of brown needles and dirt and sparse grass.

“So get out of here.”

Susanna didn’t, though. She brought her bag around and put it on her lap and said, “It’s my birthday today. I’m nine.”

“Good for you.” He breathed in through his nose and let it out through pursed lips. “Happy birthday.”

“Thank you. Where’s Carah?” That was Kirby’s eleven-year-old sister. She and Kirby were usually outside together in the morning.

“She has a doctor appointment.”

“Is she sick?” Susanna thought about Ella and her pneumonia.

“I don’t know.”

The Mathesons still felt new in Birdland to Susanna because she could remember when they moved in. She couldn’t remember when anyone else in the neighborhood moved in—at least anyone with kids.

“You shouldn’t wear shiny ribbons in your hair and then sit under a tree.”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Susanna reached up and found the end of each ribbon with her fingertips. They were all still there, all still in place.

“You’ll attract crows. They like shiny things.”

“That’s magpies,” Susanna said. “And it’s a myth, anyway.”

“Like you know anything,” said Kirby. “You’re nine.”

Susanna let him sulk a minute and decided to poke at him. She asked, “Were you crying?” It made her feel older for that instant, but also a bit worse. It hurt her heart.

“Get out of here, okay?” Kirby said.

Susanna didn’t. She picked up a pinecone—a dry and brown and open one—and ran her fingers along its teeth. She doubted those flaps of stiff plant matter were really called teeth, but she liked the notion of pine trees dropping hundreds of thousands of brown, sticky teeth. “Did you hear the gunshots?” she asked him, but she didn’t take her eyes off the pinecone.

“Yes.” He grabbed his own pinecone now—Susanna caught him with the corner of her eye—and started pulling the teeth off. “They shot a crow.”

“Did you see it?”

He shook his head. “They do it all the time.”

“Are they in your grade?”

“Yeah. I don’t like those guys, though.”

Susanna watched the bus stop—she could just make it out through the branches and down the block. Kids gathered, most of them with chins down, kicking at curbs, swinging around the stop sign at the corner by one hand, with feet together against the base of the sign like dancers without partners. “They’re mean, right?” Susanna said. “They seem mean to me.”

“I guess,” Kirby said.

Susanna spoke over him. “You look like a crow to me,” she said. “Because you have shiny black hair and black eyes.”

“I have brown eyes.”

“They look black.”

“Because it’s dark under here.”

Susanna leaned forward and squinted at him. “They look black to me.”

“They’re not.”

Susanna tossed her pinecone and pressed her sappy forefinger against her sappy thumb, hard enough and long enough so they stuck for a moment when she pulled them apart, and the skin of both fingers stretched a bit as she did. “You look like a crow.”

“Why are you even here? Go wait for the bus like a normal person.”

Susanna stuck and unstuck her fingers four more times and then grabbed a handful of needles and stood up. She let the needles rain down on his slacks.

“What are you doing?” he snapped, brushing the needles away more violently than necessary. “Get out of here!”

This time, Susanna did.

—the ’frigerator

There was a piece of glass

“Hi, Susanna,” said Henrietta Waters at the bus stop. “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks,” Susanna said, because it was polite and decent to say thanks, but she still thought about Kirby Matheson under his tree and wondered if he’d get up and climb out from under that pine tree to wait for the bus to St. Luke’s, which should be rumbling up Egret Lane any moment now. The boys—the three boys with the rifle—cut across Kirby’s lawn as she watched from the stop sign with one hand on the smooth green stop-sign pole. They didn’t have the rifle anymore. They didn’t see Kirby, either.

“I like your ribbons,” Henrietta said, and Susanna thanked her again. She held on to the pole and let herself swing around it, all the way around—once, twice, three times.

“Did you get any good presents?”

“Not till I get home,” Susanna said, and quickly corrected herself. “Not till my dad gets home from work. But I’m getting a scooter. I think.”

“Ooh, I have a scooter.”

Susanna knew that and she didn’t care, and at that instant she hoped for anything but a scooter. She didn’t like Henrietta Waters, whose hair was nothing like honey as much as Kirby’s hair was nothing like honey, but instead of crow black it was too-bright yellow, like a dandelion head. Dandelion honey was a pretty color, but this wasn’t it. This was sickening.

A silver sedan slid around the corner from Cardinal and slowed as it passed the bus stop. “There goes Ella Stone,” said Henrietta as she gave Susanna a little shove in the arm, meant to get her attention, but rougher.

It was Ella Stone. She sat in the backseat next to the window and looked at her classmates on the curb, coughing into her elbow as they passed.

“She’s dying, you know,” Henrietta said. “My mom told me.”

“No, she’s not.” But Susanna believed her. She even wanted to believe her.

The bus coughed and rumbled up Cardinal Lane and turned wide and rude onto Egret to stop with a hiss for the riders. Susanna watched the pine tree across the street, catching glimpses of it between heads as she moved up the dark, green aisle of the bus. She sat down toward the middle, as usual, next to Andrea Birch, second grader and renowned tattletale. Susanna stretched her neck and looked out the window, and she saw Kirby Matheson, out from his conifer hiding place, and plodding to his bus stop, his shoulders high and his eyelids low, dragging his bag behind him like the dregs of his morning.

Miss Susie sat upon it

And broke her little—

It was a school day like any other for Susanna, inasmuch as a day is like any other when the whole of Mr. Welkin’s third-grade class sings “Happy Birthday” to you and you walk up and down the room passing out erasers with cartoony drawings of frogs and penguins and hippos and unicorns.

“These are dumb.”

Susanna stood next to the Bald Eagle table—they were all named for animals native to the state—and looked down at Simon Loam and his blackberry-honey hair that made her hungry.

“They’re not dumb.”

Simon said it again. “Because those three”—he gestured at the erasers still in her bag—“are real, but this”—he held up his eraser, a unicorn—“is fake-believe.”

“It’s make-believe,” Susanna said. “And if you don’t like it, put it back.”

“I didn’t say I don’t like it.” He shoved the favor onto the back of his crayon. “I just said it’s dumb.”

Ask me no more questions

I’ll tell you no more lies.

Henrietta Waters wasn’t on the bus home. Neither were two of the boys who shoot birds. One of them was—the tallest one. Susanna didn’t know his name.

None of this was odd. Plenty of kids stayed after school or went home with other kids for playdates in the afternoon. Susanna pulled her book from her bag and flipped through the pages till a chapter title caught her eye—the place where she’d left off or close to it. She didn’t use bookmarks. The sight of a bookmark sticking out from the pages of a book depressed her.

Susanna didn’t walk diagonal from the bus stop to her house. Crossing yards in the afternoon meant dogs off their leashes and parents in kitchens looking out back windows and seeing children not their own traipsing through. They didn’t like that. In the morning they were drowsy and pleased to have their children out of the house, but by late afternoon, with dinner to make, they were grumpy and run-down. So Susanna stuck to the streets, walking with one foot on the grass and the other on the pavement.

When she was half a block from her house, she spotted the black coupe in the driveway beside Mom’s van, and she smiled with her mouth open wide and ran, letting her backpack bounce up and down without a care in the world about how she must have looked to everyone peeking out their front-room windows and the rest of the kids from the bus somewhere behind her.

“Dad!” she shouted as she pushed in through the front door. “You’re home early!”

He stood back from the door, clear across their modest entryway, and crouched with his arms wide. “Here’s the birthday girl.”

She ran to him and smirked at his humph as she collided with his body. She closed her eyes as his arms fell around her.

The boys are in the bathroom

Zipping up their—

Dinner was fish sticks and sweet potato fries with as much ketchup as she could fit on her plate, in spite of Byron’s wailing and moaning on the subject, and in spite of Mom’s head shaking and tongue clucking with every last fart-sounding squirt. Dessert was medovnik—a Czech honey cake of paper-thin layers that took Mom three days to make. Susanna could have melted with every forkful. She could have collapsed to a puddle of honey goo and slid to the dining room floor.

The gifts came at the end, when the dishes were cleared and the table was wiped down and Dad had carried Susanna like a queen from her seat at the table to the very middle of the deep pillows of the living room couch. Byron’s was first: a hardcover copy of Anne of Green Gables, her favorite book, which she only had in paperback.

“Thank you,” she said after a squeal for the book. It had to have been Mom’s idea, because the gift was much too thoughtful for Byron alone.

Mom and Dad each got her a gift of their own choosing in addition to the big gift that leaned against the coffee table in its awkward wrapping, about as clearly a scooter as a scooter could be. First, though, from Mom, was a helmet in golden yellow with a smiling bee on each side, and from Dad, an electric rainbow to shine in her room.

She thanked them both and then grabbed the big present. Byron rolled his eyes, but Mom and Dad laughed as she tore off the paper and there it sat: her scooter, all put together, shiny metal without a speck of color, just like she asked for.

“Do I have to wear the helmet every time?” she said, knowing full well the answer.

“You still have a little light,” Dad said as he dropped the helmet down on her head and fiddled with the straps.

“Be back in fifteen minutes,” Mom added.

Dad clicked the clasp under her chin.

“Fifteen minutes,” she said, and she dragged the thing behind her toward the front door.

Flies are in the meadow

Bees are in the park.

Birdland was blessed with gentle slopes and curves and streets almost entirely devoid of traffic. Cars that passed—when they did, which was rare—rolled slowly, the drivers smiling and waving, their faces as familiar as the fronts of their homes.

Susanna rode her scooter like she’d done it a thousand times before, but she hadn’t. She’d ridden Ella Stone’s three times, only for a few moments each time because Ella wasn’t fond of sharing. Susanna wondered briefly who would get Ella’s scooter when she died, if she really was dying.

Evening crept in, and the sun was low over the park at the bottom of Cassowary Lane. From the top of the hill, Susanna could see ten or more kids in the park, standing in little clusters or running across the ball field or climbing on the monkey bars. She pushed off lightly and let gravity pull her to the park. If Henrietta was there, she’d show off her birthday scooter. If not, all the better.

“O! Susanna!” sang a boy’s voice as she got close to the park. “O! Don’t you cry for me!”

Miss Susie and her boyfriend

Are kissing in the—

She tried to find the voice and the pair of laughs that followed, but the light was dim and she was moving faster now. She hit the curb and tumbled from the scooter onto the grass. She heard the three boys’ collective teeth-suck and, when she sat up and made it clear she wasn’t seriously hurt, their laughter again.

“Shut up,” she said as she stood. She went to her scooter, which lay in the gutter, and dragged it up onto the grass and into the park, where the clusters of kids had all stopped, had all froze to watch her recuperate from her crash.

“Yeah, guys,” said the middle boy, the gun boy, the boy with thick hair and eyes like black marshmallows. “Shut up. She probably broke her scooter.”

“I didn’t.” She turned her back on them and pushed it farther along, deeper into the park, where she hoped she might find Ella if she was still alive, or Henrietta if she’d forgiven her for her mean thoughts about her. They were her friends, after all. She could sit with them or stand with them or climb with them and then the gun boys would leave her alone.

She reached the sand of the playground and the scooter’s wheels became useless, so she let it fall and sat on the rim of the playground, her helmet in her lap, watching the kids on the monkey bars, all younger than her, and all boys. She felt the gun boys behind her before they spoke. They seemed to heat the air around her.

“She’s still crying about the crow you shot.”

Susanna wasn’t crying.

“She’s a baby.”

“Babies can’t ride scooters.”

“She can’t ride a scooter. She crashed, remember?”

Susanna sniffed and wished she hadn’t. “Go away,” she said, and she lifted her chin in time to see Kirby Matheson on the far side of the playground walking slowly, and stopping to watch her and the gun boys.

“No, no,” said the middle boy as he crouched beside her. “Because we can’t just let a baby be alone with a scooter. It’s a safety issue.”

He took it by the handles out of the sand and before she could grab for him—the other gun boys held her wrists anyway—he was off on a joyride.

“Give it back!” she shouted, but he kicked and kicked, and he circled around the playground in a wide loop, even passing right by Kirby Matheson.

He said something then, that boy who looked like a crow, but Susanna didn’t hear what. She only heard the laughter of the tall gun boy and the short gun boy and she only felt their hands on her arms. She did hear the middle boy—the boy who’d stolen her scooter—snap back at Kirby, “Shut up, Matheson. Don’t be such a baby.”

Then he rode that scooter at top speed toward her, shouting to his friends, “Hold her there. Hold her right there.”

They did—they stretched her out by the arms as the boy sped toward them, and now Susanna cried. She cried because she couldn’t break free. She cried because her wrists hurt. She cried because this was her birthday. She cried because the gun boy was going to kill her.

“Oh my God,” whispered the boy on her left wrist, scared.

“He’s going to do it,” said the boy on her right, afraid.

And like that, they let go, and Susanna dove onto the sand, and the middle gun boy zipped by, shouting at his friends, “What the hell?”

He stopped and stepped off the scooter and picked it up by the post. “Why am I surrounded by a bunch of frightened babies?”

Susanna sat up on the sand. The boys who’d been playing on the monkey bars were gone now. The sky was dark. It had been fifteen minutes. Dad would probably come marching down Cassowary Lane any minute. She squinted into the early evening, praying for his ambling figure at the top of the hill, but all she saw were amber streetlamps and parked cars and the darkest bit of sky close to the horizon.

“You want your scooter back, baby?”

Susanna didn’t answer. Why should she? He knew she did. She wouldn’t say it to please him. And she was no baby. Especially not today.

“Fine.” He held the scooter off the ground by its post, like a stiff corpse by its throat, but he didn’t drop it at her feet. He didn’t even roughly toss it into her lap, which would probably hurt. He strode right past her, raised the scooter like a baseball bat, and swung it into the steel frame of the monkey bars. It clanged and echoed, and he cursed and did it again. And again. And again.

Susanna shrieked at him to stop. She shrieked and cried and pleaded, but he didn’t stop till the post bent and a wheel fell off and the footboard cracked. Then he tossed it into the sand at her feet, his face as red as hers, and stomped out of the playground while his two friends stood there gaping at her till she screamed at them. “Go away!”

They did. Slowly and casually they turned around and followed their huffing friend away from the playground and into the amber light of the street.

“Are you okay?”

Kirby Matheson stood ten feet away, his hands in his pockets and his chin down and his face as flat and bored-looking as Tall’s and Short’s had been.

Darker than the ocean

Darker than the sea

“What do you think?” She stood up and kicked her helmet and carried the scooter to the big plastic garbage can colored green and lifted the lid and dropped it in.

Kirby followed her.

“Leave me alone.”

“Those guys do stuff like that to me all the time,” he said.

“I don’t care.”

“I’m just saying you shouldn’t feel bad about it,” Kirby went on, walking beside her out of the park. “They’re jerks. They deserve to die.”

“I don’t feel bad,” she said, talking over him. “I feel mad. And you’re not helping.”

Kirby sniffed and stayed beside her, but he didn’t say anything more, so Susanna did.

“You are like that dumb crow.” She stopped and he stopped and she clenched her teeth hard and went on. “I’m nothing like you, because you’re a loser and that’s why those boys pick on you.”

Kirby stared back at her, his black eyes shining and his flopping black hair catching the wind.

“I wish you’d stay away from me,” Susanna said, her chest getting hot and her eyes stinging and her temples hurting from clenching her jaw so hard and so long. “They probably did that because they saw me with you.”

“Stop.”

“Make me,” Susanna said. “Loser. Make me stop. I bet you can’t. I bet you can’t make me stop. You didn’t stop those boys”—screaming now, screaming as loud and violently as she could—“from torturing me and breaking my birthday present.”

“Stop.”

She closed her fists at her side and stomped at him, raised her fists like hammers, and brought them down on his chest, and with the pound of each fist she snapped, like two gunshots, “Make! Me!”

So he did. He shoved her once, hard, and she fell on her butt to the pavement. She looked up through her tears at him, bending over her and blurry and reaching for her, so she kicked his ankle and scrambled to her feet and ran up Cassowary Lane. Kirby’s sneakers slapped the street behind her. He chased her because she’d said awful things to him. Stupid things. So she prayed again in a whisper and found her father at the top of the hill.

Darker than the boy in black

Who’s chasing after me.


VIOLENT BEGINNINGS

Despite speeding on the bypass and cutting through the middle school parking lot, Teddy is still almost late to his first-period class at East Monroe High School. He slides into the art room seconds after the bell. His English teacher, Ms. Reaver, would have counted him tardy, but Ms. Albans doesn’t care.

The art room is one of Teddy’s favorite places in school. It’s not like he’s any good at art. He can do the assignments, but he’s really just . . . passable. It’s obvious that Charlotte and Bucky have all the art skills—they always find a way to make whatever the assignment is into something else. Something wonderful. Like when Teddy did his self-portrait last month, he just looked at a mirror and drew himself. And it was kind of okay. You could tell it was a picture of him, at least. But Bucky drew himself as an animal, sort of, a weird mythological chimera mishmash—and it didn’t really look like him, but if you squinted, you could totally tell it was him, on a different level; it showed who he was. And Charlotte did a sculpture that was so lifelike it looked real. It was good enough to be in a museum. It’s obvious that Charlotte has true talent, and it’s sort of ridiculous that she’s still in high school.

Teddy’s nowhere near as good as either of them, but he still likes art. It’s a nice contrast to math and science and all the other classes where he has to bust his balls to get straight As. His only real shot at college is a scholarship, and his only real chance to get one is through his grades. At least in art he can relax.

Teddy throws his backpack down by his table. In the art room, there aren’t desks. There are mismatched paint-splattered tables with random chairs culled from various different eras of the school. Some of them are wooden from way back, some are blue plastic, and some are green from when the school changed its official colors. Teddy has a wooden one, so carved with different names and hearts and daggers from years past that Teddy thinks he could tell his chair apart from any other just by the way those engravings feel on his butt.

Every morning, each class is required to watch some stupid news show that’s supposed to make current events look cool by having teenagers report them, but thankfully Ms. Albans always turns it off. Today she claps her hands and moves to the front of the room.

“The assignments I have given you previously have been rather specific,” Ms. Albans says, a gleam in her eye. “Art is not about assignments, though. For the next two weeks—and note that I’m giving you two weeks, so you’d better create something worthwhile—you have free rein. You may use any of the materials in the class, or let me know if you want to work with alternate materials. You may paint or sculpt or make collages or mixed media or anything at all.” Ms. Albans stops speaking abruptly, then nods to herself, as if satisfied that she’s said all that needed saying.

Madison, a preppy girl who is always complaining when she doesn’t get high marks on her art despite the fact that she can barely color, raises her hand, her fingers stretching toward the ceiling. Ms. Albans nods at her. “But what are we supposed to make art of?” Madison asks.

“Anything.” Ms. Albans sits back down at her desk.

Madison looks around the room, confused. Several of the other students look eager at the prospect, but quite a few are as bewildered as Madison to be given such an open-ended assignment.

“You have two weeks,” Ms. Albans adds as an afterthought. “You don’t have to start now. You can just spend today thinking.”

If anything, this confuses Madison even more.

If another teacher had given an assignment to just create something in two weeks, it would have been the perfect excuse to spend half a month goofing off and slapping together some shit at the last minute. But Ms. Albans holds everyone to a higher standard, and that should make the students much more willing to actually do something with the time and materials she’s given them.

But no one really knows how to begin either.

Teddy spends the rest of the morning doodling in his art notepad, vaguely trying out ideas on paper. He draws a car, and considers trying to make an actual model of it, maybe out of old soda cans. He sketches some ideas he’d considered turning into a tattoo. He tries to do something like M.C. Escher, but it looks like shit.

Just before the bell rings, an announcement blares over the loudspeaker, instructing all teachers to read their e-mail. Ms. Albans was listening to Madison run ideas past her, and looks relieved at the possible escape.

Teddy closes his notebook with a sigh. None of his ideas were bad, but none of them were good, either.

The bell rings. Everyone moves to pack their things and leave, but Ms. Albans rushes to the door, standing in front of it. “We’re staying in first period for now,” she says gravely. “Everyone, stay in your seats.”

“Why?” Bucky asks.

“Just stay in your seats.” Ms. Albans looks sick, like she’s about to throw up.

The room erupts in whispers and conjecture, but Ms. Albans stays silent. Teddy has never seen her so serious before.

Outside, the halls are supposed to be filled with the sounds of students rushing to their next classes, of locker doors slamming and people talking. But now they hear nothing but silence.

After a moment, the principal’s solemn voice fills the loudspeaker. “Attention, all students and staff of East Monroe High School. A terrible tragedy has occurred at our neighboring school, Middleborough High. All students should be held in their first-period classes. Teachers: We are in Code Yellow. Repeat: We are in Code Yellow.”

Ms. Albans tests the knob at the door, ensuring that it’s locked, and places a laminated green placard over the little glass window in the door. She takes more green placards and puts them in the windows of the classroom, checking each one to ensure that it’s locked; then she lowers all the blinds.

“What’s going on?” Madison whispers loudly.

“Oh my God.” It’s Charlotte. She has her phone out.

“What? What is it?” Madison asks, craning her neck around.

“Holy shit,” Bucky says.

Teddy pulls his own phone out of his pocket.

“Everyone, stay calm,” Ms. Albans says in a serious voice. Her voice breaks over the last word.

Teddy’s phone buzzes before he can bring a web browser up. It’s his mom. Are you okay??? she’s texted.

Yeah, Teddy texts back. Another buzz. His father. Then his best friend, Saul. Did u see?

Finally the headline loads on his screen.

SEVEN DEAD, FIVE WOUNDED IN LOCAL SCHOOL SHOOTING

Ms. Albans turns the class television to the news. Cameras are already all over Middleborough High, less than ten miles away from East Monroe. Madison’s crying. Her cousin goes there. She keeps saying, over and over again, “What if Sydney’s dead?” No one knows what to say to her.

No one can leave, not even to use the restroom. The school’s in a precautionary lockdown. Bucky says he thinks everyone will be heading home as soon as the lockdown’s lifted, that school will be canceled at least for the day. A couple of the kids are excited about this, but no one’s really feeling like they can say anything in front of Madison.

The art room is one of the biggest classrooms in the whole school; only orchestra and band are larger. For the first time in his life, Teddy wishes that the room were a little smaller, that they could all be a little closer.

Saul keeps texting Teddy. He’s stuck in English class, and Ms. Reaver is forcing them all to read silently. Ms. Albans doesn’t bother trying to make the kids work. It’s lockdown, so everyone’s supposed to be quiet, but she keeps the news playing on low.

She doesn’t have to tell the kids to hush. Aside from hurried whispers and Madison’s silent sobs, nearly everyone’s focused on the news.

“I was just there for a game,” the girl next to Teddy, Juliana, says in a low undertone. She’s on the basketball team. “I was just there.”

On the screen, a line of kids rushes from the gym at Middleborough. Men dressed in black SWAT outfits have guns trained on the doors of the school as they hurry the kids to the parking lot and to safety. Teddy scans their faces, looking for someone he knows. From the relieved sighs or the terrified gasps from his fellow classmates, he knows they are all doing the same. He doesn’t have any relatives at Middleborough, but he’s been to some of the games there, and he went to summer camp with kids from that area before.

But he doesn’t recognize any of the faces.

A news reporter comes on. She looks professional, but there’s a hollowness in her eyes, as if she is trying to stay detached from the story, but the way her brows furrow shows she can’t. “We have confirmed that the total number of fatalities remains at seven, including the shooter, although three of the five wounded are in critical condition. All area schools are currently locked down. Parents, please keep phone lines and traffic clear. No other school has been attacked, and authorities confirm that Middleborough’s shooting is an isolated event and has been contained.”

The reporter pauses, her head tilted. Listening to someone in her earpiece.

“And we have confirmed that the shooter is high school junior Kirby Matheson.” A school picture of Kirby fills the screen. He’s wearing a black T-shirt and his hair is combed. He stares straight ahead, no smile on his face. Even though the background is obviously for a yearbook photo, it almost looks like a mug shot.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Teddy says, throwing back his chair and standing up. “I know that kid.”

“Approximately fifteen minutes after the shooting began, Matheson took his own life,” the reporter continues.

Teddy falls back into his seat. Every single person, from teary-eyed Madison to stoic Ms. Albans, has turned to stare at Teddy.

“I went to summer camp with him when we were kids,” Teddy says. He doesn’t know where to look, but finally his eyes fall on the sculpture Charlotte made of herself two weeks ago. He talks to the plaster eyes instead of any of the real ones.

“What was he like?” Bucky asks at the same time Charlotte says, “Holy shit.” But before Teddy can answer, Madison’s teary voice pipes up: “Did you know he was a killer?”

That one question brings everyone up short. No one speaks. They just stare and wait for Teddy to answer.

“I mean,” he says, “we were young. It was freaking summer camp. Do you expect someone you went to summer camp with to be a killer?”

“You really had no idea?” Bucky asks, his voice lower. Respectful, maybe, or doubtful.

All Teddy can think about is the first time he met Kirby. The summer camp had been a solid week of pure hell for Teddy before he met Kirby. It was a sort of pseudo–Boy Scout, super-high-activity camp. It was all about surviving outdoors. Everyone slept in tents. You had to carry your food for the day with you in your backpack as you ventured farther into the woods. It was supposed to stress teamwork as everyone worked together to build rope ladders and shit, but all it had really done for Teddy was stress how much of a lard-ass he was, and how no one wanted to team up with him, and how he would rather be literally anywhere else than stuck at this summer camp that seemed bent on leaving him dead in the woods while a group of boys his age from the tri-county area pointed and laughed.

There was one asshole—his name was Rick—and he made it his personal mission to destroy Teddy. The first night, he slipped rocks in the back of Teddy’s pack so that the next morning it was twice as heavy. When Teddy complained to the camp leader that his pack was too heavy, the camp leader mocked him. Everyone started calling him “Teddy Bear” and the older boys started to poke Teddy in the stomach to see if he’d giggle like the Pillsbury Doughboy.

And then Rick was assigned to be the leader of digging latrines for the night. He enlisted Teddy to dig. And Teddy, apparently, wasn’t digging fast enough, because Rick started to unzip his pants and piss in the hole while Teddy was still digging. Teddy remembers the moment vividly—the smell of the dirt, the bile rising up in his throat as he realized he was about to be pissed on, the sense of inevitable dread as he realized he wasn’t strong enough to fight back, that he would just take the humiliation and hope it didn’t get worse.

And Kirby came out of nowhere and rammed himself into Rick. He was an animal. He didn’t even say anything, he just knocked Rick over so hard that he was breathless, and he stood up and stared at him. Just stared at him. And Rick zipped his pants back up silently and left.

“I hate that asshole,” Kirby had said, watching as Rick sauntered away. “You know, one time I saw him kill a crow in front of a little girl, just because he wanted to. Bam, and it was dead. What a dick.”

Kirby wasn’t one of the popular kids, but he was tall, and there was something fierce about him, something that none of the other boys wanted to mess with. They still called Teddy “Teddy Bear” and they were still snide, but they let up after that. And if they got too rough, Kirby would just stand up and walk over to Teddy. He didn’t have to say anything. His presence was enough to make the other boys shut the hell up.

The next week of camp was . . . better. It was rough, but it was livable. Kirby started talking to Teddy. They became friends, or at least summer-camp friends, much like friends among prisoners, trapped together for a time and making the best of it. Teddy had never been good with kids his age before that. He had moved around a lot because his dad’s job kept transferring him, and he had always been pudgy and never into the popular stuff. He had dreaded going to camp—his parents’ way of trying to get him to make friends before starting another new school—and it hadn’t worked. Not until Kirby.

Kirby was his first friend. The first person to show the fat kid compassion. The first one to treat Teddy like a human.

“No,” Teddy says now. “I had no idea that Kirby could . . . could kill like that.”

*  *  *

Bucky was right—they closed school early that day. Middleborough was too close to home. There were grief counselors available for students, but a lot of the teachers and counselors from East Monroe were going up to Middleborough to help with grief counseling there. There were a few news reporters gathered outside of East Monroe, looking for reactions from students about the shooting. They didn’t seem human to Teddy; they looked like emotionless androids thrusting microphones at students until the principal forced them off of school grounds.

Teddy drives straight home. It just feels . . . right. Something tragic happens in the world every minute of every day, and nowhere is really safe, but home is the only place we really have to go back to in the end.

It makes Teddy wonder if Kirby had a home he wanted to go to or not. If maybe that was why . . .

When he walks in the door, his mother rushes at him, wrapping him in a tight hug. She doesn’t let go until Teddy pushes her away, protesting.

“Are you okay?” she asks immediately.

“Mom, I’m fine,” he says. “The shooting wasn’t at my school.”

“But so close.” Her voice cracks. “So close to here. Oh, God. It could have been you.” She grabs him again, squeezing hard.

Teddy gives in and hugs her back.

His mother finally leans away. “Did you know any of them?” she asks.

Teddy freezes.

“The victims?” she presses.

Teddy shakes his head. Before school let out, the news had flashed six photographs on the screen. Billie Palermo, a pretty-looking girl. Sydney Kemble, Madison’s cousin. She had been right to be so scared and upset. Tyler Bower. Mia Kim. A teacher. And Jackson Parker.

Teddy stares at the last picture. Jackson had been to one of the summer camps too, the first one, when Rick had been such a jackass. He’d egged him on and laughed at Teddy. He’d laughed at everyone. And now he was dead.

*  *  *

As soon as Teddy opens his laptop, Saul pings him with a chat. Holy shit, dude, he types. What a day.

Teddy types, Yeah.

Bucky says you knew that killer.

Teddy frowns at the screen. “Why don’t you get right to the point,” he mutters, but all he types is: Yeah.

Daaaaaaaaammmmmmmm.

“Damn” has an “N” on the end, dude.

Like that matters.

Teddy shrugs, even though Saul can’t see it. He considers logging off. He doesn’t want to chat.

He wants to find out more about the shooting. About why. He brings up all the local news sites. He scans CNN and MSNBC. They give him the statistics over and over again. Six dead. Five wounded. Two in critical condition. And the shooter. Kirby Matheson. Suicide.

What was he like? Saul asks.

Shut up, Teddy types. He finds an article describing the events at Middleborough High minute by minute. It’s hard to believe that everything happened in less than a quarter of an hour.

8:03 a.m.: School security cameras catch Kirby driving into the school parking lot in his beat-up blue Ford Focus.

8:06 a.m.: Kirby exits the car, a coat slung over his arm. The coat’s slung over his gun, too, but you can’t see that from the grainy black-and-white photo from the security camera.

8:10 a.m.: Kirby enters the school. He heads straight to the gym, where there is a pep rally going on for an upcoming basketball game.

8:11 a.m.: The first shot happened before he gets to the gym. And just like that, Billie Palermo and Sydney Kemble are gone. Poor Madison.

8:22 a.m.: The last shot. The shot Kirby fired into his own head.

The article is vague on most of the shootings, but specific on Kirby’s death. The bullet traveled through the bottom of his chin into his brain. He was killed instantly, and messily. There were witnesses to the suicide. CNN says that their description of Kirby’s death was “too graphic to share with the public” and that “school counselors will be providing aid to the students who witnessed this and the other deaths.”

That phrasing sticks out to Kirby. “Other deaths.” All the reports talk about is the six people killed, but it was seven, wasn’t it? The six victims . . . and Kirby. He was killed too. By the same gun that killed the others.

Teddy swallows down the sour taste rising in his mouth. Can he really feel sympathy for a guy who slaughtered five innocent students and a teacher? He forces himself to stare at the pictures of the dead until he can’t see Kirby in his mind’s eye anymore.

There’s a difference, he tells himself, between the killer and the victims, even if in the end, they’re all the same kind of dead.

Come on, dude. Saul’s chat message pops back up on the screen. Tell me about him.

I don’t want to talk about it, Teddy types. His eyes feel tired, drinking up the images on the screen.

Just tell me one thing, and I promise I’ll leave u alone, Saul types.

Teddy sighs angrily. What.

Did you know that he was like this, dude? When you knew him, did you know that he was such a messed-up monster?

Teddy immediately pounds two letters on the keyboard: N-O.

But he doesn’t hit send.

*  *  *

The second year he went to the outdoor summer camp, he was actually kind of looking forward to it. A year of being away from that shit—plus a year of getting taller but not wider—had given him some confidence, and he planned to show the dicks just how much he wasn’t what they thought he was. Turned out that hardly anyone from his school had attended summer camp, so no one knew him as “Teddy Bear” at East Monroe Middle School. It was eighth grade, and most of the kids had already made friends, but there was one more new kid that year, Saul Hutchinson. Teddy and Saul had become friends quickly and easily. Saul was into wrestling, so Teddy got into wrestling, and even though he didn’t lose much weight, he got a lot more toned. He towered over the sixth graders. He was never as good as Saul was at sports, but he didn’t suck quite so hard. He did a good job of fitting in. He never stood out one way or another, and it was . . . good. Easy. Nice.

So summer camp didn’t seem like such a big deal. He didn’t think Rick Harris could pick on him anymore, and he knew from practice that he wouldn’t have as much trouble carrying his pack, with or without rocks in it. He had changed in a year.

So had Kirby.

Kirby was still one of the tallest boys in their camp group, but also one of the skinniest. He kept to himself—even more so than before.

But he was still friends with Teddy.

It didn’t take long for Teddy to realize that something was going on between Kirby and some of the other boys, the ones from Middleborough. Kirby had been attending a private middle school—he never told Teddy why—but he wasn’t going back next year. He was going to Middleborough High. Sometimes he seemed happy about that. Sometimes . . . not so much. The boys who were going to Middleborough High in the camp group were mostly okay—people like John. But Rick was also going to be there.

On one of the first days of camp, some of the boys were playing flag football. Teddy and Kirby sat on the sidelines, sharing a can of Pringles. Teddy was being stupid, sticking two chips in his mouth upside down so he looked like a duck. Kirby was staring at some of the kids, just staring. He’d take a chip and snap it in half, then crush it in his fist, letting the crumbs drop down. Teddy spit out his duck-lip chips and ate them properly, then watched Kirby. Kirby’s entire focus would be on one kid, his eyes following every move. Stare. Take a chip. Stare. Snap the chip in half. Stare. Crumble.

Smile.

When the next game started, Kirby stood up.

“Where are you going?” Teddy asked.

Kirby didn’t answer. He bounded down the bleachers, two at a time, and snatched a thin yellow banner, attaching it to his shorts. As he joined the other players, Rick had said something to Kirby. Teddy watched as Kirby didn’t answer, but the second the whistle blew to start the game, Kirby ran at Rick like a wild animal, throwing him to the ground so hard that Rick’s breath was knocked out of him and Kirby was kicked out of the game.

Later that week, Teddy had confronted Kirby right-out. “What’s your problem?” he said. “You’re so effing angry. All the time.”

“I don’t want to go to public school,” he said, not looking him in the eyes.

“So don’t,” Teddy had said. “Stay at St. Luke’s or whatever that place is.”

Kirby scowled. “Who’s going to pay for it? You?”

“It may not be so bad.”

Kirby gave Teddy the most incredulous look he’d ever seen. “I went to elementary school with those losers. I know exactly how bad it’s going to be.”





OEBPS/images/9781481437479.jpg
VIOLENT

imiig

A NOVEL IN SEVENTEEN POINTS OF VIEW








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Shaun David Hutchinson - Neal Shusterman and Brendan Shusterman -
Beth Revis - Cynthia Leitich Smith - Courtney Summers -
Kendare Blake - Delilah S. Dawson - Steve Brezenoff - Tom Leveen -
Hannah Moskowitz - Blythe Woolston - Trish Doller - Mindi Scott -
Margie Gelbwasser - Christine Johnson - E. M. Kokie - Elisa Nader

VIOLENT
N

Simon Pulse
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






