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Chapter One

I hop the MAX commuter train, clutching my precious cargo. A pink box adorned with bright silver and magenta ribbons. I don’t want to risk anyone snatching it. I ignore the smirks and quizzical looks. It’s not every day you see a fifteen-year-old boy toting hot pink.

During commute time, the MAX train is especially crowded, so much so that it’s no surprise to see sneaky drug deals, like the one happening right in front of me. They’re usually by the train door, so the parties involved can make a quick getaway and disappear into the city. But not this one. It’s in the bend, where one half of the car connects to the other. When we turn on the track, the walls accordion in on themselves. A kid casually holds his hand out, closed and upside down, resting his arm on a handrail like he’s standing there doing nothing but waiting for his stop. Another kid swipes his hand underneath the first kid’s fist, which relaxes. A quick pause to catch the baggie that drops. Then a casual exchange of money and some small talk. Maybe a comment on the weather, or dropping the street name of a mutual friend, then a few code words for the next hook up.

Of course, it all happens so quickly the average commuter doesn’t notice. Like the twitchy-looking, middle-aged bald guy in a neck-strangling suit, who appears angry because he has to resort to public transportation. Or the young businesswoman, her hard gaze on the people around her, warning they’d better not try to grope her. Or the high school kids so involved in loud, rowdy banter, slinging f-bombs left and right, that no one else exists in their world. It smells like commuter time. The mingling of body odor, bad breath, and anonymous farting, which actually turns out to smell not nearly as bad as one would think, but has the effect of draining the air out of what little space there is.

Today none of that bothers me, not even the stink of the guy next to me. Nothing can bring me down. Including my mother. Because it’s Geneva’s eighth birthday, and I’m bringing her the best present ever. Sometimes, my little sister is the only thing keeping me going. Other than her and my music, the rest of my life sucks.

I get lost in trying to imagine what her reaction will be when she unwraps what I got her. A big grin, followed by a scream of delight. Or giggling and gripping the box so tight her little knuckles turn white. Maybe her innocent blue eyes will get wide, full of wonder and happiness, because that’s as far as her muted mind will let her see.

The train lurches and pulls me back into reality. It’s my stop, and my pulse quickens as I squeeze and squish my way to the slider door. I should have waited closer to the exit. I don’t want to have to get off at the next stop and backtrack, so I get rude with people and resort to pushing. It results in dirty looks but not much else. People on the MAX this time of day are used to it. I stick my arm out as the door tries to slide shut, which causes it to bounce back open like an elevator, and I pop out into the brisk, fall air. One breath makes me realize just how oppressive it was on the train. I blow out a few puffs to see my own breath. The official test to see how cold it is. Nevy, my nickname for Geneva, loves when I do that. She thinks it’s funny for some reason. It’s hard to know how her mind works. I’m grateful she doesn’t notice she’s different.

I walk up the concrete stairs leading to Eighty Second Street. The trees have started changing and I’m greeted by varying shades of bright red, orange, and yellow. I try not to enjoy them too much. They won’t last. Nothing good ever does. The rain has let up for a few hours but the sidewalk is still wet. Battered dead leaves are pasted to the cement here and there. Usually I take my time, never in a rush to get home, but today is different. I can’t wait to give Nevy her birthday present. I’m almost vibrating with the excitement of seeing her reaction. People are bustling by me and for once, I’m in sync, hurrying along with them, feeling important because I’ve got somewhere to be. The smell of a freshly lit cigarette wafts by my nose. The smoke is quickly washed away by a gust of wind that feels like winter.

I make my way to Schuyler Street and turn left. I’m not quite home when I see something that makes my heart rear up and jam in my throat. Instead of Nevy’s caretaker’s powder blue Prius, I see Mother’s car in the driveway. She’s home from work early. I’ve stopped walking and the spring I had in my step moments ago now feels like lead. I take a deep breath to calm the pounding in my chest. Of course she’s home early. After all, today is her only daughter’s birthday, why wouldn’t she be? I wish I’d realized it before. Wish I’d thought of it sooner. To gear myself up. Most of the time I have the luxury of being home before her, so I can stay out of her way. Especially if she’s on the warpath. But then I think, Maybe today will be different. We’re celebrating a special occasion and Mother might be in a good mood. So, it should be different, right?

I remember the precious cargo, my arm still wrapped around it, holding it close to me. It gives me a glimmer of strength. The tiniest bit of hope. If there’s one thing I know, Mother does love Geneva, almost as much as I do. Even if that love no longer extends to me. She would want Nevy to have a present that would make her happy. Especially this one. I take another breath and blow it out steadily. I put my foot out and take the first step that will get me to the front door in all of two minutes. If I can get to Geneva before Mother gets to me I will be home free.

I approach the house and see the door wide-open, screen shut. I steal up to the steps as quietly as I can, hoping to hear something, or see something that tells me it’s safe to go in. I’m rewarded. Nevy is in the front room, laughing. I grab the handle, twist it open while mustering all my courage, and push myself through. Geneva squeals when she sees me. This girl is what makes me come back every day. And not wanting to be homeless, of course. I don’t know how I got so lucky to have a sister like her, considering she was never supposed to be born. Her eyes grow big when she sees the pink paper-wrapped box and she practically leaps across the room to me.

“Me, me, me!” she yells. Her speech mostly consists of one word repeated and occasionally two or three words that actually form a complete sentence, usually without the verb. She doesn’t need words if you ask me. Her smile says it all. I tease her for a moment and hide the gift behind my back. She giggles and runs around me. I let her wrench it from my hands and she tears into the tissue paper. What a perfect moment for Mother to walk in and see Nevy in all her glory over something from the likes of me.

“What’s all the commotion, Nev?” She stops when she sees me. I see her eyes narrow, her mouth form a hard line, and her body tense at the sight of me. Only a thin sheath of self-control holds back her true expressions of disgust. Not that I haven’t seen it before. Civility toward me isn’t her strong point, and I’m impressed she musters up enough of it to spare Geneva the ugliness while she opens her gift.

“Evan,” she says simply.

“Hi, Mother,” I say, hoping I have a “keep the peace” tone to my voice. She says nothing but looks on while Geneva is tearing at bits of cherry paper. Her hand-eye coordination isn’t the best. But I don’t help her. Not yet. I know her frustration tolerance, and she hasn’t reached it. She’s still marveling over the bows and prettiness of it all. Virtue at its finest.

“You’re home early,” quips Mother. She lets revulsion seep like raw sewage into her voice. I quit wondering a long time ago what I did to bring this on. But I still can’t help trying to pinpoint when it started. Was it when dad left? Or maybe when Geneva was born?

“So are you,” I say before I can stop myself.

“Don’t take that tone with me.” Her voice is quiet but full of venom.

“Sorry.” I mumble an apology, knowing sorrys are useless. I should know better than to come back at her like that. She glances over at Nevy, who has now burrowed her way to the naked box, turning it around, trying to figure out how to get it open. She tugs at the seams but they’re taped. She tries ripping it with her teeth. Any moment now frustration will start kicking in. I kneel, ready to assist, but Mother is between us before I can blink. “I’ll help her,” she says tartly. “You can go to your room.”

“I bought this present for her. I’d like to at least see her open it.” I keep my voice level, although I want to yell. I want to push her out of my way. It doesn’t work to get irate with Mother. Or whiney, or pleading, or sassy. I’m never really sure what I’m getting into when I deal with her. I’ve gotten used to changing my attitude, my tone, or the look on my face at the drop of a hat, depending on what I can quickly glean from her mood. Today I’m not on my game. I’ve back talked once. Contradicting her is pushing it. But I really want to see Nevy open her present.

Before I know it’s coming, she lands a slap on my face so hard my teeth rattle. I’m stunned. My cheek stings and I taste blood. Mother hisses at me, “Get out of my sight.”

I stand there, too undone to think, until my autopilot kicks in. Down the hall. To my room. Shut the door. I should have expected it. I tell myself it’s okay. Deep down, I know it’s not. But I can’t let it out. Because if I do, I will fly into a million pieces and never be whole again. So I breathe and swallow and smother the unnamed thing until I can’t feel it trying to escape me.

I don’t know if Geneva saw her slap me. I pray she didn’t. I pray she was too wrapped up in opening her present. My room is dark, and I hear the lock on the outside click minutes after coming in. I press my ear to the door, hearing Mother’s footsteps fading. I listen desperately for Nevy’s voice. Some kind of sign to tell me she loved what I got her. Something to tell me she is okay and that her world is unshattered. But I don’t hear anything. I retreat to my bed, not bothering to turn the lights on. Why would I? They would only illuminate my prison.


Chapter Two

I get up earlier than usual. Only because my body grows stiff from being in one position too long, lying in the dark, staring at a black ceiling. Alone with my thoughts half the night. It’s that last thing that makes staying in bed unbearable. I can’t stop the inside of my head from going around and around. The unanswered questions burrow into my brain like parasites. What have I done to make her hate me? Did she fall off the deep end when dad left? It seems strange to think of him, since my memories are so faded. It’s even stranger to think of him as my father, since he hasn’t been around for the last eight years. So I try not to think about it. Instead, I imagine blankness. Nothingness. But dark thoughts are like unearthly creatures, monsters that want out. They won’t be ignored. They won’t be silenced. They want to be heard so bad they fill your head and become louder and louder until you can’t stand it anymore. This is when I get out of bed. When I realize the stupid irony of my screaming thoughts in a silent house. When they become so circular, I can practically feel them spinning in my head. There is no peace to be found here. I may as well go to school.

I’m dressed and ready to go. My room is bare, except for a bed, a desk, and a dresser. There’s a mirror on the back of the door, but I rarely use it. Looking in it only makes me scrutinize myself, try to see me from her point of view. I can’t, of course, because I can’t even begin to understand her point of view. Today, for some reason, I stop and look. I see jeans and a jacket that hangs on me. I need new shoes badly. My dark brown hair needs cutting, or maybe I’ll just grow it out long. My eyes are so dark and intense, I feel like it’s someone else looking back. A sharp contrast to Mother and Nevy, who are both blond and blue-eyed. A stranger could easily see they are related, and then there is me. I’m the odd ball, the outcast. I wish it was a little less easy to tell I’m adopted.

I don’t bother with posters, or knick-knacks. They wouldn’t last a minute in my room. Things I might take pleasure in disappear. So I keep it an empty shell, and anything that means anything to me, like my iPod, stays in my locker at school. As expected, the door is now unlocked. If there’s one thing I can rely on, it’s that she never prevents me from going to school. After all, there are laws about making sure your kid gets an education. It certainly isn’t because she cares. School is no joy ride, but it’s a sanctuary away from her. It’s the only place that provides one small means of escape, which I keep a secret from her. If she were to find out, she might even keep me from going to school.

 

I leave my room and glance down the hall at Nevy’s door. It’s slightly open. If I was quiet enough, I could peek in on her and see if she’s got the doll. Even farther down is the door to Mother’s room. It’s completely open, and I wonder if she’s awake yet. As much as I want to check in on Nevy before I go, I don’t. Not a good idea, not now. I hope she loved her present. Maybe I’ll see her playing with it tonight.

I slip out the door, into a typical Oregon downpour. It’s cold, the wind blows hard, and the rain instantly soaks my jacket. I don’t care. Discomfort is second nature to me, and I find it almost humorous that my mind instantly thinks, now my outsides match my insides. A few desperate leaves cling to the skeletal branches of trees, eager to hold on just a little longer. Most of them clog the gutters and make it impossible to see where the curb ends. It’s too early to catch the school bus, so I walk to the MAX and hop the blue line, which takes me to the transit center. The station is deserted, except for a homeless couple sleeping in a pile of dirty blankets near the steps. Although they’re under a concrete weather barrier, the wind is blowing rain on them. All their worldly possessions are piled inside of a shopping cart, which is more protected from the rain than they are. If I had an umbrella, I’d give it to them. I watch them huddle together for warmth. It makes me feel even more desolate inside. Even they, two people who have no home, no food, and live day by day not knowing what’s going to happen, have each other. Someone they matter to.

I shake off my self-pity and get on the 540 bus to Lawson High School, my beloved alma mater. Or will be in three years. And when I say beloved I mean I couldn’t care less if I ever see the place again after I graduate. I’ll never keep in touch with classmates. I’ll never show up at a reunion. I’m just doing my time. I have no real friends, no teacher who inspires me, or class that has left a lasting impression. Perhaps that will change. I wouldn’t care if it didn’t. I have no particular longing for any of that sentimental crap. There’s only one thing that keeps me coming back.

The hallways are lit like the corridor of a hospital; bare, cold and sterile looking. The floors are so polished you can see clear reflections of the lockers. It’s so quiet, I close my eyes for a minute and listen. The silence is peaceful. The serene, non-threatening, non-judgmental, completely neutral feel of the place. Exactly the way I like it. I feel my jaw relax, my gait change, and my mind start to clear. There is a little over an hour before classes begin, too early for most students to show up, but doors are unlocked for the teachers. It’s not likely I’ll run into any of them, because they’re probably congregating in the staff lunchroom, drinking coffee and making small talk. Just in case, I steal quietly along halls and through doors, past lockers and bathrooms. I go down two flights of stairs, into the bowels of the school, and walk in an unlit passage until I come to the music room. I grasp the knob and turn it. It’s unlocked. I exhale a breath of relief. The door opens smoothly, without so much as a squeak. I flip a switch and light floods part of the room. Both switches would be too much, but the one is just right. Enough to see what I’m doing.

At first, I feel uneasy. I don’t have permission to be here, and music isn’t even one of my classes. But the feeling doesn’t last long. For the next hour, I can be myself. The music room is located in the basement, a large, garage-like space. It’s meant for holding an orchestra of students, and to contain the sounds from the rest of the school. Now there are only rows of music stands, chairs, and the piano. An old Baldwin upright. My heart skips a beat just looking at it. This is what I came for.

I sit down and touch the keys. I took piano lessons once upon a time. When Mother still thought I was worth spending forty dollars a week on. I mean, who knows what piano lessons cost then, but that’s what they’d cost if I were to take them now. My teacher was a funny, weird lady. She always wore black, and her hair was matted together into a few big clumps of dreadlocks, which she wore swept up into a large nest on her head. Like a ball of wool yarn. She smelled faintly of peppermint candies. She told Mother I was gifted. Gifted is a strong word. It makes me feel awkward. Like she made a mistake and was thinking of some other Evan. Though I haven’t had lessons in a long time, I can still read sheet music. Kind of. At least the less complicated pieces. I can’t sight read though. Mostly, I use my ears to tell when a note is off.

I look at the clock on the wall. I have forty-five minutes before kids start showing up. Down in the basement, I’m not afraid of being discovered. With thick walls, two whole flights of stairs and a long, dark hallway away from the rest of the school, I don’t even think about it.

I place my hands at middle C, fingers hooked like my teacher taught me, and begin to play a sweet, slow Für Elise. The song is one of my favorites. One I can play by memory. The moment the notes ring out, they embrace my body, my very soul, and I want to close my eyes and get lost in the music. But I’m not good enough to play with my eyes shut. I probably never will be. Especially since I have to steal pieces of time and sneak around to be able to play. The melody makes the events of yesterday float away and suddenly they don’t matter as much. This is one thing Mother can never take away from me. Nothing else exists as I listen to the room filled with one of Beethoven’s masterpieces. I can’t do it justice, and I know exactly when I miss a note or am off with my timing. I repeat the chorus until my fingertips are slightly numb from pounding piano keys and my arms feel the strain. I would need to practice more to make the pain go away. I wish we still had a piano at home. Not that Mother would let me play it.

I glance up at the clock. Five more minutes. I key a simple, playful melody that reminds me of Nevy. I think she would like the song very much, if I could play for her someday. I don’t remember the name of it, but the tune stuck with me all these years. As the song comes to an end, I’m startled by loud, sudden clapping. I nearly fall of the piano bench as I leap up to see who it is. Ms. Vanderheyden, the music teacher, is standing in the doorway. My face fills with heat and I’m momentarily frozen. I shouldn’t be here. I grab my backpack, desperate to get out of the room.

“Incredible. Why are you not in any of my classes?” she asks me. She’s blocking the door, my only exit from the room.

“I’m going to be late for class,” I say. Lame. There’s still plenty of time to get to class. And my locker or the bathroom if I really needed to.

“What’s your name?” She crosses her arms.

I freeze up. I don’t want to tell her. “Am I in trouble?”

She laughs. “Not at all. I promise.”

“My name is Evan.”

“Evan....do you have a last name?”

I say nothing. I look down at my shoes. They look like they belong in the trash and the laces on one has come untied.

“Okay, you don’t have to tell me. Do you always come in here early to play?”

I look at her. She doesn’t really look much like a teacher. More like somebody’s mother. Somebody’s nice, sweet, loving mother. Short dark hair, thin, dressed in a sweatshirt and jeans. Glasses that make her look really smart. Not that she isn’t...she’s probably very smart. I realize I’m looking at her a little too long. I stammer, “S...s...sometimes.”

“It’s really lovely, Evan. You must practice a lot.”

I say nothing and stare at her, like I’m some kind of weirdo. I try to make sense out of the mess of thoughts tangled in my brain like a pile of silly string. If I wasn’t so idiotic sometimes, I might actually be able to hold an intelligent conversation with someone.

“Hello? Are you in there?” she asks, taking a step closer and looking at me with furrowed brows and a big question mark on her face. I’m sure she is trying to figure out if I’m brainless or not. It’s one of the things I hate about getting all flustered, and yet I can’t seem to stop it from happening. I finally find my voice, but everything comes out as if I’m five years old.

“I don’t have a piano. To practice on, I mean. It’s why I come here. Am I in trouble?” I already asked that. I’m so dumb.

Ms. Vanderheyden laughs. It’s a light, joyful sound that seems to float into the air. If I could see it, I imagine her laugh would look like piano notes coming from her throat, rising up into the air and turning into butterflies. It’s a silly, crazy thought. Stupid. But it’s inside my head before I can stop it. “Of course not,” I hear her say.

I’m not in trouble. Which gives me some relief. If my mother found out, she would freak and I would never see the light of day. But then I think, now that Ms. Vanderheyden knows, I’m done for. There will be no more playing piano, no more escaping into the land of music, and those thoughts send my brain spinning again. Besides Geneva, music is the only thing that keeps me sane, that keeps me moving forward rather than lying down and dying. Music is a small ray of light in my dark world.

“In fact, if you want, I would be happy to meet you here once or twice a week and give you a lesson.”

I’m pretty sure I didn’t hear her right. So I say, “Huh?”

She is serious. Her face tells me so.

“If you don’t have a piano to practice on, I’m assuming you don’t have anyone teaching you. Have you ever had lessons?”

“A long time ago.”

She shakes her head, like she’s trying to wrap her mind around the situation. “What’s a long time?”

“Five years. Give or take. I don’t really talk about it.”

“You keep this amazing talent a secret? I would ask why, but I have a feeling it wouldn’t make sense. You play so beautifully, and yet the last time you had lessons you were...nine or ten?”

I step closer to the door, into the light, hoping she’ll let me go since she got the information she wanted.

“Do you have a bruise on your face?” she asks. Reflexively, I put my hand to my cheek. It’s still sore from where Mother slapped me. I didn’t notice a mark this morning. My insides freeze for a moment and I feel like I’ve been caught doing something bad.

“I fell,” I say before I even realize I’m going to speak. Too quickly. I just need to act casual, like the bruise was an accident and no big deal. “I missed a step at the MAX station yesterday and smacked my face. It was really embarrassing.” I’m amazed at how easy the fake story comes out of my mouth. I almost believe it myself.

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t hurt yourself any worse.” She looks at my face, scrutinizing it. Ms. Vanderheyden doesn’t even bat an eyelash at my lie. Then she spoke again. “I can’t let you waste this amazing talent you have, Evan. From now on, how about we meet here an hour before class starts. Mondays and Thursdays. Can you do that?”

I let her words sink in, the subject of the bruise on my face completely dropped. She’s not taking away my time with the only piano I have access to. She’s not removing one of the only things I love in my life. In fact, she’s going to help me learn more. I nod, unable to find my voice. I’m shocked at my reaction, so emotional, but I’m more surprised at hers. She doesn’t know me and is busy with other students. Why would she be nice to me? Why would she want to help me? Unless...she expects me to pay her for the lessons.

“I don’t have money,” I tell her.

She laughs and shakes her head. “You don’t have to pay me. I’m the music teacher in this school. It’s my job. And even if it weren’t, I want to do this. Someone with your talent deserves a chance to use it. Get to class now, Evan. I’ll see you on Thursday.” She steps aside and walks toward the front of the classroom. “Oh, and the other days of the week...I’ll leave the door unlocked.”

I rush out of there gripping my backpack. I don’t say goodbye. I can’t. My voice is still blocked, and anyway, one word might open the floodgates. I’m a baby. I don’t cry when my Mother slaps me, but yet I’m all emotional over being caught playing piano. I’m so dense, I can’t even begin to understand what’s wrong with me. There is one thing my mother is right about. I’m not normal. But at least I’ll still be able to play. And that makes everything else okay for now.


Chapter Three

I’m riding on a high I’ve never experienced. My feet feel like they’re barely touching the ground. I can’t stop thinking about piano lessons with Ms. V, and when, for a fleeting moment, I do forget, the memory takes my breath away each time it comes back. I’m so excited, it’s ridiculous. I barely make it in time for my first class. Also, my worst class. History. I can’t see how things that happened thousands of years ago are going to help me with my life now. Who cares who conquered the Romans or why the Byzantine Era is important? I could care less about Mesopotamia, the Vikings, or Egypt.

I go to put in my ear buds, determined to ignore everything the teacher has to say about the Dark Ages, also known as the Medieval Era, also known as the most useless subject I know, but she announces a pop quiz. The class lets out a collective groan, which is followed by the shuffling of papers as everyone clears their desks. The test is on artists of the Renaissance. It may as well be on quantum physics, for all I know about the subject. I’m doomed.

I blast through the test, hardly aware of what I’m doing. The blood hammers in my ears, and I try to get control of my breath. I don’t know why this always happens when I get nervous. I feel like a beacon in the room, like a siren that won’t shut off. I’m certain everyone can hear my heart beating and see the heat coming off my body. Is my face as red as it feels? Surely at the very least they can see I’m now drenched in sweat. I probably smell like B.O. The girl next to me looks up momentarily from her test. I’m sure she thinks I’m disgusting.

The teacher glances at me and I look away. I can’t breathe. I should have paid more attention. I thought I would have time to study more. I thought this would be on the end-of-the-term final. I’m going to bomb the test and then Mother will find out. I don’t even want to think past that. I attempt to look at the paper, but it’s blurred. I try to stay calm, take my time, read each question slowly, but I can’t seem to focus. Who is Botticelli? Or Mantenga? There are too many names I don’t recognize. Except Donatello and Michelangelo, who are Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, but I’m pretty sure that’s not the answer the teacher is looking for. It’s like my brain shuts down. Like the nervous energy flowing through me somehow blocks my ability to think. I’m writing, but I don’t know what. I can only hope it’s correct.

I finish long before everyone else does. Without even asking, I stand up, grab my backpack, rush the teacher’s desk, nearly knocking things off as I deposit my test and run out the door. I can’t help it. My body has taken over, and I’m at least smart enough to know I’m in the middle of a fight or flight response. I just don’t know why. It was only a stupid test.

I run to the bathroom. The cool air drifts across my sweaty cheeks, and I begin to calm down. I lean over a sink and rinse my face off with cold water. I keep telling myself its only one test. It isn’t going to make or break me. But I know deep down any little thing Mother can take advantage of, she will. She has grown to hate me so much, my misery means her pleasure. And there’s no way to get away from that. Not unless I’m willing to leave Geneva, and I’m not. It’s not that I think Mother will harm her. She won’t. But I can’t bear to think about never seeing my sister again. Not having her know who I am. Even though she’s not my real sister because I’m adopted and she’s not, she feels like the only true family I have. I can see the love in her smile when she looks at me, in her laugh when I do something funny. She knows me. We are as connected as flesh and blood siblings. And besides, where would I go anyway?

I’m so deep in my thoughts I don’t realize there’s someone else in the bathroom. A stall door swings open. A kid comes out, looking at me through squinting eyes, like he’s trying to figure out who I am. Or more likely is summing up his ability to kick my butt. His clothes say senior; his look says confrontational. I’ve never seen this guy before, but already I don’t like him. I don’t like that I’m by myself in the bathroom with him. This can only be bad. I quickly pull a couple paper towels out of the dispenser and dry my face. I head for the door, avoiding eye contact. A mistake. A sign of weakness, which he capitalizes on. He instantly moves in front of the door, blocking me from leaving.

“Where do you think you’re going, freshman?” he says, laughing as only an upper classman with an attitude can do. He has mean eyes and day-old stubble on his face, making him look older than he probably is. The stubble especially. Now is an odd time to feel a twinge of jealousy, but I do. I haven’t been able to get past the peach fuzz stage.

“I’m not a freshman,” I answer. Surprisingly, my mind stays focused. I don’t get an attack of the nerves. Maybe because I just had one, and my body can only handle so much anxiety adrenaline. “I have to get back to class. I don’t want any trouble.”

“You don’t want any trouble, freshman?” He jabs his fingers at the vulnerable spot between my chest and my Adam’s apple. A sharp pain shoots through my throat. I flinch and take a step back. The kid laughs. He shoves me hard, and I trip backward over my own dirty, worn-out shoes. I knock the wind out of myself hitting the concrete floor. I’m helpless as he grabs my backpack and pulls the zipper open. “Whatcha got in here,” he says. He rips everything out of it while I’m gulping for a shred of breath. There isn’t a lot worth keeping, definitely nothing personal, because all I have in the pack are books for my next three classes. Then he spots the iPod hooked to my pants. A grin forms on his face.

There’s no mistaking his intentions. I immediately tense up. No! I am not letting him take my most important possession. He leans down to grab the iPod. I sweep my leg across the floor and take his feet right out from under him. It’s a reflex. It happens before I even know what I’m doing. His head hits the sink with a loud crack, and he lands in a slump. He’s out cold. I’m still on my back, breathing shallow breaths.

I half expect him to get up and start hitting me, but he doesn’t move. A little stream of blood leaks onto the floor out of a gash somewhere under his mat of brown hair. I get up and approach slowly. I’m still cautious he might be faking and suddenly leap at me. I lean over him and shake him. He doesn’t respond. Doesn’t open his eyes. Doesn’t make so much as a sound. I put my hand on his chest. At least he’s still breathing. I start to freak out. I put my fingers to his neck to make sure he has a pulse, which is dumb because I just felt him take a breath. I’m not the most logical person under stress. I’m still leaning over him when a couple of guys come through the door.

“What the hell?” one yells as he runs over. He yanks me away from the unconscious kid and starts shaking him. “Rob...Robert. Wake up.”

The other grabs me by the shirt. “What’d you do to him?”

“I didn’t do anything. I swear. He fell and hit his head.” I clutch the sink and watch the kid check Robert’s pulse. The door opens and three guys halt in their tracks when they see what’s going on.

“He just fell. For no reason. Right.” The guy turns to the other kids in the doorway. “Go get a teacher, hurry.” Then he turns to me. “You don’t move. Not one muscle.”

I try to explain what happened, but the kid kneeling on the floor yells at me to shut up while he holds a wad of paper towels on Robert’s bleeding head. His face is pasty white. I’m scared. I have no way of proving I didn’t do this on purpose. And when Robert wakes up, if he wakes up, it’s his word against mine. Even if the teachers believe me, I’m no fool, the rest of the school won’t, and my ass will be kicked from here on out for the rest of my high school career. Every senior will have it out for me. I’m a nobody. I’m the person everyone loves to hate. Even if I could prove my innocence, people need a scapegoat. They need someone to blame. And I’ve already had a lot of practice. All I can do is stay exactly where I am and try not to spiral into anxiety mode with this guy looking like he’s going to kill me if I so much as scratch an itch.
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