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			JUNE 8, 1984

			I run so fast the lockers blur. Stitches in my abruptly altered dress pop as I pass couples who’ve cut out of the festivities in favor of making out in the darkened senior hallway. Their egregious kissing would usually be enough to get me to turn around and seek an alternate route, but right now it’s just gross background noise.

			This feels like a nightmare I’ve had a thousand times—running through the halls of Hawkins High School. But even in my most extreme dream scenarios, I’ve never had this little hair. I’ve never been wearing this much makeup. And prom night has never been thrown into the mix by my subconscious.

			I’m nearly at the end of senior hall. No turning back now. I’m headed into the belly of the high school beast—which is the weirdest part of all, because in my dreams I’m always trying to break out of this place. I would never, ever voluntarily break in.

			
			“Stop right there, Miss Buckley!” shouts a voice, pinched and petty and adult-sounding. One of the incensed mom chaperones.

			“Hey! Back here! Now!” That gravelly command was definitely issued by Chief Hopper.

			It’s not a real rebellion unless you’re in trouble with authority—right?

			I wonder how much trouble I could get in for crashing prom and causing some moderate property damage on the way in. Suspension? Expulsion? Would the irate parents of Hawkins High students press charges for what I just did in the parking lot?

			I run faster.

			Rounding the corner, I pass the concessions that line the hallway outside the gym. About a dozen people are mingling and grazing on platters of cookies and chips and trying to figure out exactly how spiked the punch is.

			“Robin!” The sound of my name echoes down the hall. Dash is the one shouting it now. Dash, who I used to think was my friend.

			I need to slow him—and all of my detractors—down. So I make a tiny detour, barreling into the table that holds about seventy gallons of (judging by the smell, extremely spiked) punch. It pours out in a cascade and I leap forward, avoiding the worst of the spill as everyone else screams and gets their prom attire coated in sticky chemical sugar.

			
			The big double doors of the gym are in sight now. From inside, I can hear the hard-driving heartbeat of a New Wave hit. Is Tammy Thompson already dancing? What will she think when she sees me burst in, wild and reckless and trailed by local law enforcement?

			What will she say when I tell her how I feel?

			No more time for hypotheticals.

			I throw the double doors open. The prom greets me with wild synthesizers and the smells of sweat and AquaNet.

			“Hey, Tam,” I whisper, practicing for the big moment of terrifying honesty when I show her how I’ve felt all year, and in doing so simultaneously turn this rebellion all the way up to eleven. “Do you want to dance?”
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			SEPTEMBER 6, 1983

			The first history class of the year hasn’t even started, and I know exactly how it’s going to unfold, minute by minute, period by period. I have the entire academic year pegged. At least, I swear I do, until Tammy Thompson walks in.

			Something about her is different.

			Maybe it’s her hair. It used to be pin-straight and red. Now it’s short, tousled, and redder. It could be her smile. In freshman year, she was semi-popular and at least semi-fine-with-it, but now we’re sophomores and she’s got a grin that says she’s determined to win friends and influence prom queen elections. (Not that we can go to prom as sophomores, unless an upperclassman invites us, an event so rare and special that people in this school talk about it like it’s a meteor sighting.)

			
			Maybe it’s the fact that when I see her, music infiltrates my brain.

			Soft, obnoxious music.

			Wait. My brain would never play Hall and Oates. I twist around in my seat and realize that Ned Wright is in the back of the room with a boombox perched on his shoulder. He’s turned it down so Miss Click—sitting at her desk, ignoring us like a pro, acting like we don’t exist until the bell rings—won’t confiscate it. When class starts, he’ll slide it under his desk and use it as a footrest. (He’s been doing this since eighth grade. He’s also a pro.) But for right now, Tammy Thompson is strolling across the room on a cloud of “Kiss on My List” and raspberry-scented…something. Lotion? Shampoo? Whatever it is, it reminds me of the scratch-and-sniff stickers I collected with a fervor back in middle school.

			She slides into a seat, and her friends greet her in high-pitched flutters.

			“Oh my gosh, your hair.”

			“How was the beach, Tam?”

			Tam?

			Maybe that’s the difference—she’s got a new nickname to go with her fresh haircut and enhanced smiling capabilities. “Tam,” I whisper, quietly enough that nobody can hear me under the how-was-your-summer uproar.

			Miss Click looks up. Ominously.

			One minute until class starts. If I was a run-of-the-mill nerd, like I’m pretending to be, I would have a stack of pristine, unsullied white notebook pages ready to go. I would have already done a few chapters of the reading to get a jump start. My pencils would all have perfect, identical, weapons-grade points.

			
			As it is, I plunge down at the last minute and rummage in my bag, looking for my history textbook and anything that will leave a mark on paper. There’s a graveyard of gum on the underside of the desk. And the perm I let Kate talk me into right at the end of summer—the perm that made my scalp tingle for a week and still makes my head smell perpetually like overcooked eggs—means my hair is big enough that I have to be extra careful how much space I leave for clearance.

			I almost hit my head on the underside of the desk when I hear her start to sing.

			Tammy’s voice rises over…Hall’s? Oates’s? It’s bold and sweet and, yes, she uses vibrato as generously as I peanut butter my sandwiches, but the point is she’s not afraid. Everyone can hear her. I come back up from my deep dive into my backpack and look around at our classmates, but nobody seems to care that Tam is now singing her heart out in the middle of the room with thirty seconds to go until class starts. And she doesn’t seem to care if anyone is watching.

			What does that feel like?

			I spin my pencil, feeling every one of the six edges on my finger.

			Then the bell rings, Miss Click stands up, and everything slides back into place, exactly the way I thought it would be.

			
			Including when Steve Harrington shows up three and a half minutes late, looking lost, probably because his hair flopped into his eyes and he couldn’t see any of the classroom numbers. How does he get anywhere with that hair? It looks even bigger than it did last year.

			“Hey, people,” he says.

			Everyone laughs like the part in a sitcom where the audience guffaws at the main character’s not-particularly-funny motto. They know they don’t have to do that in real life, right? Even Miss Click beams at him like his hair somehow cured cancer. That’s an extreme and rarefied level of popularity, where even the teachers don’t glare at you because you’re simply too socially precious.

			Steve jams himself into the desk next to Tam.

			She turns the color of a fresh raspberry.

			This whole thing is so ridiculous that my brain glitches and my fingers stop working and my pencil drops to the linoleum with a hard clatter. When I go to pick it up, it’s just out of reach. I duck, I grasp, but I can’t quite get it. When I finally do, I feel so triumphant that I come up way too fast and knock my head on the underside of the desk. Aka the gum graveyard. My head clangs hard, and my frizzed-out perm touches a dozen ancient pieces of gum at once. They’re so hardened that they don’t stick to me.

			Which is good. And also horrifying.

			“Robin, do you need to go to the nurse’s office?” Miss Click asks with a pitying look as I resurface. Her concern is touching.

			
			“Unless the nurse has a time machine that will take me back exactly one class period, no.”

			“All right, then,” she says, launching into her first-class-of-the-year monologue.

			At least the attention of my classmates doesn’t last long. And Tam doesn’t even seem to notice my disgrace. (Not that I want her to.) But it bothers me, just a tiny bit, that the reason she doesn’t notice me is that she’s too busy humming “Kiss on My List” while she stares at Steve Harrington.
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			SEPTEMBER 7, 1983

			I wanted to make it through my entire schedule before declaring this outright, but I am truly not impressed with sophomore year.

			“It’s like all of the teachers just gave up,” I say. “Like they collectively decided that this year is the dead zone of our education.” I’m one of those weird people who like to actually learn while they’re in school. At least, I was. Now that I have the creeping, cold, cynical sense that none of our teachers actually want to be here, it’s getting harder to care by the minute.

			Milton, Kate, and Dash are into school in the intense high-achiever way that they are into everything. At the beginning of our first band practice, when I suggest that sophomore year doesn’t really count, they seem taken aback. Milton actually gasps.

			
			Kate frowns and shuffles through her music and drill charts (which she doesn’t need, because she’s had everything memorized for months). She’s shorter than I am—well, most of the girls in our grade are shorter than I am, so I’m not sure if that’s a helpful description. Kate is five foot zero and zero-tenths, although she likes to say that her perm adds at least two inches. “If our teachers don’t care about our education, we’re going to have to care twice as hard.”

			That’s Kate. She fights for everything, including battling her way to first chair of the trumpet section as a sophomore.

			“We’re all reaching the point where we’re pretty much smarter than our teachers, anyway,” Dash adds with a smirk.

			Dash doesn’t work nearly as hard as Kate. Dash—short for Dashiell James Montague, Jr.—sits in the front row of every class but doesn’t take notes, claiming that he retains everything. Then he skips showering on the day of the test, shoves everything into his head, and gets an A. He says he’s enamored of learning, but he only has eyes for his GPA. Plus, he doesn’t seem to notice that his lack of showering on test day throws off everyone in a ten-foot radius, which really isn’t fair to the people around him who are trying to write coherent five-paragraph essays.

			You know the type.

			
			“Seriously, though, I think all four of us are smarter than ninety percent of the teachers in this school,” Dash asserts.

			“You’re not smart enough to realize that I can hear you,” Miss Genovese declares without looking up from her sheet music.

			“She’s got scary-good hearing,” Milton whispers.

			“Yes. Yes, I do,” Miss Genovese agrees. “That’s why I’m the band teacher. I can hear every wrong note you play, too,” she announces to the group in general. “And it pains me. Your reedy squeaks haunt my dreams.”

			She goes over to help Ryan Miller in the percussion section with his quads. Dash waves at us all to come closer. I sniff cautiously. His auburn hair looks clean, and he’s giving off the scent of pine soap. No tests imminent. I scooch my chair closer. “Teachers are just scary in general,” he whispers. “I don’t think they’re here to teach us. I think they’re here to feed off our innate potential.”

			“Like vampires?” Milton asks. He’s taking this way too seriously. But Milton is very, very serious. And nervous. I’d worry about him, but he worries so much it’s probably redundant.

			“Think about it. They’re not really that bright, they move slowly through the halls, they need our brains to survive. They’re clearly zombies.”

			Milton and I groan. Kate gives a nervous giggle.

			Dash has been on a horror movie kick since fifth grade, when he realized it set him apart from kids who still slept with night-lights. The gleeful sense of superiority never quite faded. If it eats flesh, drinks blood, or lurks in the shadows, Dash is on board. This year we watched The Evil Dead over the summer. A lot. He got a top-of-the-line VCR for his last birthday—yes, his own VCR, which is ridiculous even by rich-people standards—and he kept inviting everyone over for viewing parties, but no matter what tape he boasted about having, we always ended up watching The Evil Dead.

			
			I stopped going sometime in August, pretending that my parents needed me to help out more at home. The truth was, I couldn’t handle watching Kate and Dash inch closer and closer to each other on the couch, the whole time acting like they didn’t know their thighs were on a collision course.

			That’s another thing about sophomore year.

			In middle school, crushes were talked about exclusively on the bus and during sleepovers, and dating was a novelty. In freshman year, relationships became inevitable. This year, things have ramped up to a complete frenzy. We’re less than a week in, and there have already been a slew of hallway make-outs, dramatic breakups, and declarations of undying love. The situation is amped up in marching band because we start practices halfway through the summer.

			I give the room a quick scan. At least half of the girls in the band room are wearing jewelry inscribed with the names of their boyfriends, who are also in band. (Band nerds date band nerds: it’s the law of the land.) When a couple makes it official, the boy gives the girl a gold anklet with both of their names on a gold nameplate charm. But most of the girls don’t think that anyone can see the evidence of their boyfriends’ devotion, so they buy longer gold chains and wear the nameplate charms around their necks.

			
			I’ve been waiting for the day when Dash finally gives one to Kate. (Really, Kate’s been waiting for that day, and I’ve been waiting by proxy.) Even right now, at this very moment, Kate and Dash are sending each other looks in some kind of Morse code.

			Dash’s eyelashes: Let’s make out later.

			Kate’s eyelashes: Maybe!

			Dash’s eyelashes: Really?!?!

			Kate’s eyelashes: I already said maybe. I’m first chair, practice is about to start, you’re distracting me.

			Dash’s eyelashes: But you’re so pretty.

			Kate’s eyelashes: Really?!?!

			I don’t know how much of this I can tolerate.

			All Kate wants to talk about now is boys in general, and Dash specifically. It’s bad enough when popular girls like Tammy Thompson completely lose track of their own brains over hapless hair piles like Steve Harrington.

			Which brings me back around to the zombie conversation. “If our teachers are undead, they’re also undernourished. Have you noticed how hungry they look? Our brains aren’t giving them much sustenance. Maybe we aren’t as smart as we think we are. Maybe it’s because everyone’s too obsessed with dating stuff all of a sudden.”

			Hint. Hint.

			Kate just gives another nervous laugh and turns back to her trumpet, practicing her fingering for one of the many John Philip Sousa marches Miss Genovese is always inflicting on us.

			
			I scared her off, but I don’t feel better about it.

			“All right,” Miss Genovese says. “Time to get your squads for the 1983 marching band season in order! You have three minutes to name yourselves, and not a second longer. Please don’t ask me how long it’s been. There is a clock above the door.”

			Groups of four huddle together—except for ours, which is already gathered. I’m the only French horn in marching band. Well, technically I only play the French horn in concert band. In marching band it’s a mellophone, which is played in exactly the same way but is slightly flattened instead of round, so I can carry it around for months on end. Freshman year, Miss Genovese tacked me onto a squad with three trumpet players, which makes sense, I guess, because the mellophone looks like a trumpet with bonus squiggles in the middle section. Since that moment, the four of us have been socially fused. Kate likes to say we’re an atom, because that’s the kind of endearingly nerdy metaphor she goes in for.

			But the truth is, even with all of the time we’ve spent together in the band room and on the field, on the bus and at games, I’m not quite as fused as the rest of the group. On some level—the subatomic one, I guess—I get the sense that I don’t quite fit in with most of the band kids. That no matter how much time I spend with them, I’ll never be one of them. And that can be scary because at Hawkins High, standing out is pretty much a death sentence unless you’re popular.

			
			“All right,” Dash says, snapping me back into the moment. “Sophomore year squad name. Go.”

			“We’re going to be Odd Squad again, right?” Milton asks. “We already voted on it last year. I think we should keep it that way, for continuity, and also because coming up with a new name is going to be an ordeal.” Milton is the only junior in our group, and while his quiet, nervous nature keeps him from acting like the de facto leader, Kate and Dash tend to listen when he speaks up like this.

			“I love Odd Squad!” Kate says.

			“Odd Squad it is,” Dash adds.

			I nod. Not that they were waiting for my vote.

			We spend the next two minutes in silence. Kate and Dash have moved on from eye-flirting to ankle-flirting. (I’ve seen Dash’s feet: gross.) I concentrate on getting ready to play for the first official practice of the year. I have the pieces memorized, but that’s only half the battle with my instrument. Let’s be honest: it’s murder compared to most of the instruments in this room. It’s an elaborate contraption of metal tubes that seems to exist solely to bleat out a squeak at exactly the wrong moment. I chose it back in elementary school because no one else wanted to play it. I don’t exactly regret my choice—but I wish someone had told me how much time I’d spend emptying a spit valve.

			We figured out our squad name too fast. We still have two minutes left. Two minutes of nothing. Now, thanks to Miss Genovese’s little reminder about the existence of the clock, all I can seem to do is listen to it. It’s one of those big, round black-and-white ones with a second hand that audibly clicks the moments of your life away.

			
			Click. Click. Click.

			Three more seconds gone.

			I catch Miss Genovese staring at the exit door in the back. I’ve seen her run for the teachers’ parking lot the second school ends to light up one of her beloved menthols. I’ve smelled the smoke stubbornly clinging to her hair after lunch. She leaves the room like there’s a fire at her heels—just enough time for a quick one.

			Our teachers don’t want to be here. My classmates only care about rubbing up against each other. I’m supposed to get through three more years of this, how?

			Right when I’m thinking about standing up and strolling out the door, Sheena Rollins, who plays oboe, does that exact thing. Or at least she tries. When she gets close, one of the jerkwads in the percussion section bars her way.

			If I’m worried about not quite belonging, Sheena Rollins is the poster child for aggressively not fitting in. She’s in the class ahead of me, so it feels like I’ve had a front-row seat for the year-by-year increase in bullying as she got overtly stranger. Her wardrobe is part of it. She wears white from head to toe: sometimes it’s white overalls and a white tiara, and sometimes it’s a puffy white miniskirt and an oversize flowing shirt. None of it follows the unspoken code of what everybody else is wearing. And most of the time, it looks like Sheena sewed at least part of the outfit herself. (Another point of bullying for my brand-obsessed peers.) Today she’s in a white fifties-style dress with tiny black dots, and a white cloth headband.

			
			“Hey, Sheena,” someone says. “What do you think you’re doing? Teacher’s not here to give out passes. Sit your polka-dotted ass down.”

			Sheena pushes her lips together, but she doesn’t sling a comeback. She doesn’t say a word.

			Here’s the other thing about Sheena Rollins: I remember her from elementary school as a soft-spoken kid, but I haven’t heard her speak a word since seventh grade. She even plays the oboe so quietly that Miss Genovese is constantly telling her to “blow harder.” (Which doesn’t exactly help when it comes to vulgar joke time.)

			“Where are you going?” Craig Whitestone asks, a grin as shitty as cafeteria meat loaf on his face.

			Sheena shrugs.

			“She’s lying,” Dash pipes up.

			“Dash,” I whisper, with an elbow to his side that misses and collides painfully with his trumpet.

			“She spends the whole period in the bathroom,” Kate informs me, as if that makes it okay that she’s been policed by her fellow band members.

			“So?” I ask. “Who cares?”

			“Band kids don’t ditch,” Milton reminds us.

			“Miss Genovese just ditched,” I remind him.

			
			“She’s the teacher,” Kate breathes in a sacred tone. Teachers can do no wrong in her book.

			Sheena tries to walk around Craig, but he blocks her. She tries again, head ducked, walking with a little more determination, but Craig grabs her by the ponytail, tugging her back into the room. A few of his fellow jerkwads laugh.

			“Hey,” I say. “Let her go, you walking spit valve.”

			“It’s their mess,” Kate hisses. “Don’t get involved.”

			I know that I shouldn’t, on a pure survival level. Which is perhaps the grossest thing of all.

			“Hey, Sheena,” Craig says. “You’re all dressed up with nowhere to go. Do you want to dance?”

			He nods at his friends, and a few of the band kids start playing sloppily. Sheena jumps on a chair to avoid playing into his stupid joke. Craig just gets down on his knee like he’s serenading her, which makes her blush—in a furious way. She jumps off the chair and makes another break for the door, but Craig catches her arm and spins her in a travesty of a dance move. A couple of the big, beefy guys on percussion decide to back Craig up, too. They circle around in front of the double doors so that Sheena really can’t leave the music room. They dance in front of her, turning and waggling their butts, and then turning back around and thrusting their hips forward to waggle their…other bits.

			In case you didn’t know this: band kids can be surprisingly lewd. By the time Miss Genovese comes back in, it’s like a barnyard crossed with a burlesque, and she can barely rein us in.

			
			“All right.” She crosses her skinny little arms. “Who started it?”

			I go to point at Craig Whitestone, but Kate grabs my finger. At least half of the class points at Sheena.

			“Miss Rollins,” Miss Genovese says with a few dry clucks. “That’s detention. On the first day. Impressive, really.”

			Sheena flops back into her chair, looking ready to snap her oboe into pieces and walk out. But she doesn’t. She stays because she has to, and everyone makes her life hell because…well, because they do.

			A few years ago, most of Sheena’s torment came exclusively from the popular kids. But in high school, I’ve noticed this kind of behavior spreading through the student body, everybody collectively getting better and better at making life miserable for the students who don’t fit in.

			Maybe I’ve watched too many of Dash’s horror movies, but the truth seems pretty clear.

			High school is a monster, and it’s eating everyone I know.
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			SEPTEMBER 9, 1983

			The more I look, the more I see the monstrous nature of high school. Specifically, Hawkins High. Here’s the paradoxical problem: either you fall into the deadly trap of trying to be like everybody else, or you get devoured for being different.

			Two days after Sheena tries to leave the band room, I catch her at her locker. Every few days, it cascades with items that people have shoved in through the slits in the metal: white glitter, nasty notes, condoms.

			Today, she’s blinking at her textbooks, shaking her head. She tries to open one of them, but she can’t. Some bottom-dweller took them to the woodshop, cut them in half, and glued them back together.

			
			“Who even has time to do things like that?” I mutter.

			Then I rush forward to help her. “Sheena…,” I say, but she either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t want my pity. She’s already moving fast, toward the far end of the hallway, where she dumps the textbooks into the trash.

			A teacher catches her and gives her detention for ruining school property.

			That teacher, Miss Garvey, escorts her to the principal’s office, putting a hand on Sheena’s shoulder and saying in her gentlest voice, “Things like this wouldn’t happen if you made it just a smidgen easier for people to understand you, Sheena.”

			I am a smidgen away from throwing up on Miss Garvey’s shoes.

			I think about going straight to the principal and telling him everything I just saw. But would he care? Or would I just end up in detention with Sheena for pointing out that this school is rife with delinquents? The answer is self-evident, so instead of fighting the many-headed monster that is Hawkins High, I leave.

			There’s no field practice on Fridays, and our first game of the season isn’t until next week. The second after the last bell rings, I grab my bike out of the rack. It used to belong to my mom. It’s covered in her old flower decals, and the handlebars end in the sad, stubby remains of streamers that I pulled out when I was thirteen. It has a single speed, and every day it has to rub shoulders with a bunch of shiny ten-speed Huffys and Schwinns. I climb on the banana seat (ouch. every time.) and fly away.

			
			Riding around by myself is the best feeling in the world. As a bonus, the breeze makes my hair wing out behind me and I can’t smell my perm anymore. The sidewalk ticks beneath my tires, square after square. The trees are thickly green, the houses starched white.

			As I bike down a smooth stretch of sidewalk, I reach for my Walkman and turn it on. I don’t have to check what’s in there—it’s always loaded with my language tapes.

			French tape 2, side 1, “Weather” clicks on.

			“Le temps,” a woman says in her very soothing, very French voice.

			“Le temps,” I mutter.

			“La tempête.”

			“La tempête.”

			“La brise.”

			“La brise.”

			I’m getting into a good rhythm when a car speeds by, away from the high school, honking at me so I jolt out of the moment and nearly eat pavement. I put a hand to my Walkman. It’s fine. But it easily could have dropped and shattered, and I would have no way to listen to the language tapes that I begged my parents to buy me in eighth grade (from an infomercial, no less).

			I ride expertly, no hands on the handlebars, both middle fingers raised—with a smile.

			“Choke on diesel!” I shout.

			“Die, loser!” someone shouts back.

			“So nonspecific.” I push down on my pedals and stand up to shout, before they’re out of range, “You need a comeback coach!”

			
			I don’t know who’s driving. They probably didn’t see who I was either—the mere fact that they’re in a car and I’m on an ancient bike is enough. Power dynamic, established. Loser, apparent. But it’s not really about winners and losers. We all live in small-town Indiana. There’s nothing big or shiny to win. I think people know that, even if they don’t want to admit it. Which means spitting on people (literally or metaphorically) is just another way to pass the time. I fully believe that if we lived in a place where we had things to do, things that mattered, my middle fingers would get less of a workout. But I live in Hawkins. If I stay long enough, I’m going to become the Jane Fonda of middle fingers.

			My hands wrap around the handlebars again. I add a few dings from my metal bell just in case the jerk who passed me is still paying attention.

			I keep riding to the outskirts of town, where there are more clouds than cars. The day is pristine, but taking the long way—past the fields and around the quarry—is starting to turn on me. It gives me time to think about how the horror show of a popular kid in that car is just one of the monster’s many claws. Its reach goes way beyond the school itself. Which means I’ll never be able to escape it. Not while I live here.

			But there’s nothing I can do about that. I’m stuck in a town so normal that it actually hurts. A town where normal has grown teeth.

			
			By the time I get home, I’m ready to let some of this frustration out. I pull the spare house key out from its hiding place under a planter, and as I let myself in I’m already yelling, “I can’t believe you voluntarily chose to live here!”

			Mom is dancing around the living room in a crocheted sweater that cuts off around her belly button, worn tight over a long flowing dress. She’s got her eyes closed, fingers snapping. Most of the time when I get home she’s still at work and I just let myself into an empty house, but today she’s home early.

			“You can’t believe what, honey?”

			A record is turning on its carved wooden stand, letting out the predictable sounds of a plaintive voice insisting that if someone doesn’t love them now, they never will again. Mom is stoned at four p.m. and listening to Fleetwood Mac.

			“I can’t believe that you chose to live here,” I say.

			“Those words are so pointed, Robin,” she says in a whisper-tone. “Can you start again from a place of peace?”

			When she starts speaking in mantras, I know I’m not getting an answer.

			Usually, I’d drop this topic on the shag carpet, find myself a snack, and go to my room to get my homework out of the way so I could work on what I actually like: languages. I’m up to four so far (English, Spanish, French, Italian), and I want to be fully fluent in each of them before I start adding more.

			But something about staring down the rest of sophomore year is starting to mess with my head, and the normal routine just won’t do. I go over to the record player and turn the volume down. Mom flicks her eyes open—she doesn’t like it when anyone disrupts her records. She worries about scratching them as much as other people would worry about hurting a friend’s feelings.

			
			“Did you know that they created this song by splicing together pieces of other songs?” she asks in a hyper-impressed, dreamy sort of state. You’d think Fleetwood Mac single-handedly (quintuple-handedly?) brought about world peace.

			“Did you know they’ve had two new albums since Rumours came out?”

			“Neither of those is nearly as good,” she says. “Robin, baby, you know how I feel about this. People are obsessed with new.”

			I really do know what she means. Everyone at school gobbles up new fashions, new fads, new technology. Milton obsessively collects anything that can play New Wave—from keytars to eight-tracks. Dash owns a dozen gray V-neck sweaters that he swears are different brands, even though they look exactly the same on his skinny frame, and he’s got a pair of prep-tastic Sperry Top-Siders for every day of the week. Kate is only allowed to own things she can wear to church, which means she’s blown five years’ worth of allowance on a secret wardrobe that she keeps stuffed in her gym locker at school. Right now she’s collecting overpriced lace headbands because she wants to look like some new pop singer with a severely Catholic name.

			The Odd Squad are pretty tame examples, actually. Tam and her friends seem to have a new tube of lipstick or shade of eyeliner every day. And don’t give me a megaphone and ask how much Steve Harrington must spend on hair product and chunky, unflattering sunglasses, because people will hear about it all the way in Michigan.

			
			Everything in our lives is supposed to be shiny, store-bought, or sickeningly expensive. All three is the holy trinity. Another thing the high school monster is good at: constant, ever-faster consumption. I’m not even trying to keep up. I love the flaking paperbacks that I find at the library book sale. The only pieces of technology I own are an off-brand Walkman for my language tapes and a Polaroid camera that Kate gave me for my birthday last spring (which I suspect was her old model, because she had a newer, shinier 8mm). Most of my clothes are vintage or hand-me-downs from various “cousins.” (Not actual cousins, but the kids of Mom and Dad’s hippie friends. And they have a lot of kids.)

			I happen to agree with my mom on this.

			But there’s another side to the argument. “You and Dad are a little too invested in old stuff. If it was made in the sixties, you immediately think it’s sacred. You know you can’t actually worship macramé and lava lamps, right?”

			Mom crosses her arms and squints at me, her groovy state grinding to a halt.

			“Seriously, how did two complete flower children end up stranded in Hawkins, Indiana?” I ask, plopping down on the carpet and tucking my feet under me. It’s progeny vs. parent, and I’m going to stay right here until she coughs up the truth.

			“You really need to know?” Mom asks.

			
			“I really do.”

			I don’t ask Mom and Dad a lot of questions, or if I do, they’re usually rhetorical. I don’t demand answers. I’ve always been an “easy child,” as Mom calls me, going along with things, never kicking up trouble. Maybe it’s the novelty of this moment that makes her suspicious, or maybe she just doesn’t like talking about her past unless it’s on her own terms. “What for?”

			“School project,” I say with a shrug. “About our origins.”

			I’m good at thinking on my feet. Have I mentioned that?

			Mom laughs and swirls her bracelets around to the high-pitched cooing of “You Make Loving Fun.” “Your origin was in the back of a VW van after this one particularly magical night on the Oregon coast….”

			I put my hands firmly over my ears, jump to my feet, and remove myself from this blatantly unacceptable situation.

			In my room, I throw on my metallic headphones and click the Walkman back on. French tape 2, side 1, “Greetings and Goodbyes” comes on, but the soothing monotone of the woman’s voice saying “Bonjour! Salut! Coucou! Allô? Au revoir! Je suis désolée, mais je dois y aller” just isn’t doing it right now.

			I turn to my limited selection of actual music and put on Stevie Nicks’s solo album Bella Donna to compete with Mom’s eternal Fleetwood Mac. It’s a small act of rebellion, but it scratches the itch. I skip straight to the über-dramatic opening to “Edge of Seventeen.” The music spills over me as I fling myself down on the carpet.

			
			I stare at the ceiling.

			The ceiling stares back.

			I’m stuck here, definitively stuck, and I don’t know what to do. Stevie Nicks—in her gravelly way—is reminding me that I’m not anywhere near seventeen. There’s some kind of hope in seventeen, some promise of adventure that I can only dream about. Past that, eighteen is waiting. And freedom. And the rest of my life.

			I’m only fifteen and a half.

			Nobody sings about that.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Chapter Four]

			

			SEPTEMBER 10, 1983

			In Hawkins, even a trip to the grocery store can be fraught.

			I’m only here to pick up the requisite junk food for my Saturday hangout with Kate, but I get stuck in the checkout line behind a mom I recognize from school. Mrs. Wheeler. Her daughter, Nancy, doesn’t seem to be with her, but there are four small people in tow—at least one of them is her offspring. They’re all swarming around instead of helping her, bombing down the cereal aisle, shouting cryptic things at each other through walkie-talkies.

			“All right, Mike,” Mrs. Wheeler calls in her most indulgent tone. “Not too wild, okay?”

			
			Mike, her extremely pale child, snarls at her and runs away.

			“They’re complete hellions,” Mrs. Wheeler admits to the grandmotherly woman working the checkout, and they both chuckle.

			What a great joke.

			Mrs. Wheeler’s wearing a white dress and pink high heels, and her hair is teased into a blond tempest. There’s an enormous amount of food in her cart, but she seems to nutritionally crave small talk. She literally won’t stop chatting up the checkout lady. She talks about the new stop sign they put in. (Traffic patterns are apparently a big deal when you have nothing else to look forward to.)

			When everything is scanned, she turns. Her facade slips for a second, her voice coming out more like a drill sergeant than a saccharine TV mom. “Mike! Bring your friends over here and help with the bags!”

			Her ghostly child with a frightful dark bowl cut shrieks, “Mom. We’re busy!”

			The streaks of rouge on her cheeks pull tight as she grimaces. “Fine, Mike, just…meet me outside?”

			Mike grumbles and pushes a button on his walkie-talkie. “We’re meeting the Blond Medusa outside.”

			Mrs. Wheeler sighs. She looks miserable, but she’s got her teeth locked in a tight smile as she turns to the bag boy.

			“Can we hurry it up here, please?” she asks.

			“Sorry, Mrs. Wheeler.”

			She frowns and continues to berate him—with a smile on the whole time—because he’s not packing the bags “correctly.” Mrs. Wheeler seems perfectly comfortable treating this guy like a servant, like he’s in some way beneath her. It feels like I’m watching the social order of high school out in the wilds. None of it stops when we graduate, not as long as we stay here in Hawkins—it just evolves, takes new forms.

			
			When Mrs. Wheeler (finally) budges, I drop my M&M’s and slightly melted Milky Way bar on the counter and wait for the checkout lady to ring me up as I dig through the pockets of my jean jacket for change.

			Mrs. Wheeler looks straight at me and says, “Oh, sweetie, just candy? You are so lucky that you don’t have to worry about your figure yet.” She smooths down the front of her dress—showing off a seriously toned Jazzercise stomach. “I remember being like that in high school. I was just like you.”

			I laugh. I can’t help it.

			There’s no way Mrs. Wheeler was like me in high school. She was probably top-shelf popular.

			“Oh, you think I’m being a silly old lady,” she says, even though she’s not remotely old. “But I grew up in Hawkins, and I can tell you that those high school days are golden. You should enjoy them. You have to enjoy things…” She looks out the glass front wall of the grocery store, where the four feral small people are pretending to be spies. “While you still can.”

			What happens to the people who already aren’t enjoying any of this? I want to ask. How much worse is it going to get for us? What horrible fate does this town have in store for anyone who isn’t starting at the top of the social order?

			
			I don’t ask her any of that, of course.

			I dump a bunch of change on the counter, take my candy, and run.
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