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Wednesday, August 31, 1988

This is how it begins, with me blasting through the air, moving faster and faster until I reach top speed. That’s when I squeeze my fingers into fists, thrust them toward the sky, and lift off.

I’m flying.

At least, this is what I picture happening in my mind. In reality, I’m perfectly balanced on the seat of my bike, speeding down Sycamore Street with no hands. But right now—with the wind whipping through my hair, streaming past my outstretched arms—if I close my eyes, I swear, it almost feels like I’m soaring above the clouds in an alternate universe.

So, that’s what I do, for one, two, three, four, five ... nine seconds before my front tire swerves. Then gravity reminds me I don’t actually have superpowers, and I have to quickly grip the handlebars again to keep from wiping out.

Nine seconds isn’t bad though. I mean, it’s not exactly a personal best (my record is sixteen), but still, that was nine whole seconds of absolute freedom. And these days, I’ll take every bit of it I can get. But now so isn’t the time for imagining what life might be like on an alternate Earth. Not when I’m in a hurry on this one. 

I torpedo down the next block into the empty parking lot of our local 7-Eleven, then pump the breaks so hard my tires scream as I skid to a stop. 

Through the glass storefront I can see Betty Hernandez behind the checkout counter, flipping through a comic book. She doesn’t look up when I hop off my BMX and drop it by the bike rack near the entrance, but I’m sure she already knows I’m here. Sometimes I think she can telepathically sense people from a mile away. Nothing gets past her. 

Pushing through the store’s double doors, I inhale deeply through my nose. My mom says this place smells like stale hot dogs. But to me, it’s pure happiness in here, and there’s nowhere in town I’d rather be. 

“Now, I could’ve sworn I just saw a certain young man on a bike tearing through my parking lot,” Betty says, eyes still on the issue of Uncanny X-Men in her hands. She cocks an eyebrow and scrunches her lips to one side before adding, “But I said to myself, ‘That couldn’t be Clayton. He knows better than to come flying around that corner with the way people drive around this place.’” 

“Sorry, Betty,” I say, wincing. “Won’t happen again.” 

She finally looks up. Her brown eyes narrow, but I can tell she’s holding in a smile, even as she wags a finger in my direction. “See that it doesn’t. You be more careful out there.” 

This is one of the hundred different ways Betty looks out for me. She’s always reminding me to do things like be more careful, prepare for the future, get organized. You know, all that stuff parents and teachers are constantly telling you that makes you want to roll your eyes. It sounds different when it comes from her, though. 

“Cross my heart,” I say, drawing an X with one finger over the left side of my chest. Then, with a wide grin spreading across my face, I add, “And everything else.” I cross my legs, fingers, arms, and eyes, giving her my best silly-serious face.

Betty laughs as she shakes her head, then waves me toward the spinner rack stuffed with comics at the back of the store, because it’s Wednesday—new comic book day—and she knows exactly where I’m headed first. “All right. Go on, you big goof.” 

I rush over to the rack, give it a spin and carefully pluck fresh issues of Green Lantern, Teen Titans, Wonder Woman, and Uncanny X-Men from the rotating fixture. I’m more of a DC Comics fan than a Marvel one, but the new storyline they kicked off in X-Men has totally got me hooked right now.  

“What’s this? A Marvel book is at the top of Clayton Wheeler’s reading pile when there’s a new issue of Teen Titans out? I’m shocked,” Betty teases after I drop the stack of comics on the checkout counter. “Is someone switching sides?” 

“Hell no,” I laugh. “I’m still team Titans all the way, but reading X-Men has sort of become a matter of life and death.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”  

“Ronee spoiled last issue’s big reveal, again. She may be my best friend, but if she ruins the ending to one more X-Men comic for me, her picture is going to end up on the side of a milk carton.”

“Well, we can’t have that.” Betty gestures to the empty bar stool behind the counter. “You want to pull up a seat and give it a read now? I’m almost finished myself, so maybe we can trade theories about where we think this story is headed when you’re done.” 

“I wish, but I can’t stay long today. My mom called from work a few minutes ago and promised we could have Galactic Meatloaf for dinner tonight if I ran out and picked up some of the ingredients we need,” I say, explaining most of this over my shoulder as I jog to the refrigerated aisle and grab a gallon of milk. 

Galactic Meatloaf is a dish I invented with my mom back when it was just the two of us. It’s like regular meatloaf, except you substitute half the breadcrumbs with potato chips (the planets), pack a layer of Cheetos in the center (an asteroid belt), and finish it off with a generous sprinkle of crushed chips all over the top (stardust). I know it might sound gross, but trust me, it’s crazy good. 

“Yummy, lucky you,” Betty exclaims.

“Well, I also had to promise I’d have the entire kitchen cleaned before she gets home, but it’s totally worth it,” I say, pulling a loaf of Wonder Bread off the shelf. “We haven’t made Galactic Meatloaf in, like, forever and my mom is already on her way home, so ...”

“So, you’re on an important mission then,” Betty muses.  

“Officially, my marching orders were to bring home milk, bread, and no comics,” I say, lining up the items on the checkout counter.

“And unofficially?”

“I think we can leave that last one off the list.”

Betty brushes her long black hair over her shoulder and winks. “In that case, why don’t we pack today’s purchases smuggler style just to be safe?”

I nod, smiling.

Smuggler style is Betty’s awesome special system of packing comics so I can sneak them into my house. Here’s how it works: by double-bagging groceries, you can create a secret compartment between the two bags where as many as five comics can be hidden at a time. 

Betty came up with the idea after she watched my stepfather freak out when I asked him if I could bring home an issue of Wonder Woman when I was eight years old. 

James is temperamental and moody even at the best of times—I’ve known that since before he married my mom nine years ago—but I had no idea he’d react the way he did that day.

“I’m sick and tired of telling you this. Boys aren’t supposed to like this sissy shit,” James hissed at me. I’d never heard my stepfather curse before; good Christians don’t use that kind of language, and that scared me more than the way his entire Hulk-like frame shook with anger as he continued yelling at me. “Is that what you want, huh? For everyone to think you’re a big sissy?”

He ripped the comic out of my hands and shoved it back on the rack so hard the entire fixture wobbled. That’s when the tears started coming. James warned me to stop or he’d give me something to really cry about, but I couldn’t help it. I was too embarrassed and so scared. I thought he was going to hit me right there in the store, but he saved that until we got in the car.

When I told my mom what James had done, I was so sure she was going to rip him a new one, but she actually took his side.

“You are too old to be crying over stuff like this. You’ve got to start manning up, Clayton,” she told me, face full of disappointment. “You don’t need to be reading so many comic books anyway. They’re brain junk food.”

I couldn’t believe it. I ran straight to my room and bawled into my pillow until I fell asleep. Not so much because of what my mom had said, but because it was the first time she gave me that look. The one that let me know she suspects the same thing James does, what everyone suspects if they look at me long enough. 

It’s like this: you know those things you’re supposed to just understand how to do when you’re a guy? The right way to walk and talk and act? None of that comes naturally to me.

Then there’s all that stuff you’re supposed to be into—sports and cars and girls with big boobs (or even girls in general). I never think about any of that. And don’t get me started on the things I like to think about, especially when I’m in the shower. I’ve tried to stop thinking about them; really, I have. But my brain just automatically goes there. Then other body parts follow and I think I know why. 

You see, there’s this idea that reality isn’t just one universe; it’s a multiverse, an infinite number of parallel realities all existing in dimensions that are slightly out of sync with one another. Any which way you can imagine the world being, there’s an alternate Earth like that out there, each one with an alternate version of you living on it. Some of these versions are almost exactly alike, but others are very, very different. And sometimes, through some cosmic fluke, a version of us ends up existing in the wrong universe—which pretty much explains me. 

I definitely don’t belong on this version of Earth. That’s something I started piecing together before I even knew alternate universes existed. When you’re not in the right reality, you can just sense it. It’s like your atoms are vibrating at a different frequency or something. Other people can sense it, too. They may not know exactly what it is, but they can tell you’re different, and they usually don’t like it. 

Then there are the people like my friends Ronee, Alister, and even Betty. People who resonate with you from the moment you meet them because they don’t seem to be from this Earth either. You just get each other. 

I think maybe that’s the multiverse’s way of balancing out its mistakes, drawing displaced alternates together to help them make it through the universe they’re stuck in. And thank the creator of all universes for that. 

Anyway, a couple of weeks after that time Betty watched James go nuclear on me, my mom sent me to the store again to pick up a few cans of mixed vegetables and a dozen eggs. When I paid for the items, Betty double-bagged the groceries and let me know she’d hidden a surprise for me between the two sacks—one I should dig out when no one else was around.

When I got back home, the second after my mom unpacked the last item, I told her I’d toss the sack into the big garbage can out back. There, alone in our back yard, I peeled apart the paper bags and was so excited when issues of Wonder Woman and Supergirl came spilling out onto the lawn. I quickly pulled up my shirt, stuffed the comics into the elastic waistband of my shorts, and raced into my room where I hid them under my bed. 

That night, while everyone else slept, I camped out under the covers with a flashlight, reading and rereading those two issues until I could barely keep my eyes open. They weren’t like any other comics I’d brought home before. They were special, a secret between me and Betty that let me know she understood something about me my mom didn’t—and James never could.  

Since then, we’ve used the same smuggling trick thousands of times. Not that there’s a moratorium on collecting comics in my house or anything, but my mom randomly forbids me to buy them under the guise of good parenting, and when it comes to anything that could fall into the “for girls” category according to James, I’ve learned to take precautions. 

I’m not doing it to purposefully be defiant either. I actually don’t mind following the rules when they make sense, but the only other choice is waiting even longer to find out what happens to Dazzler after that cliffhanger last issue, and let’s face it, Ronee probably wouldn’t survive. 

“Thanks, Betty. Your ability to read what’s going on up here” —I hold two fingers to my right temple— “it’s uncanny.”

I pull a crumpled ten-dollar bill out of one pocket and five ones from another. When I place the bills on the counter, Betty cocks her head to one side and stares at the green pile as she bags the groceries. 

“Clayton.” She wrinkles her nose and her voice shifts into that firm, familiar tone I got to know so well during the days she spent helping me ace Mr. Allen’s algebra class last year. 

Math has never been my best subject and when Betty found out I was struggling, she offered to help tutor me until I got back on track. I would’ve been happy just pulling my grade up from a D minus to a solid C, but Betty wouldn’t have it. She said if I didn’t turn that weakness into a strength, it would always hold me back. She kept pushing me, insisting I ask for extra credit and worked with me every afternoon between customers. She never let me give up and because of her, that D minus became a B plus by the end of the semester.

Betty clicks her tongue twice. “What do I always tell you?” 

“Good organization is the foundation for success,” I reply flatly as I straighten each bill carefully. 

“And if you can’t keep your money organized in a wallet—which I thought we agreed you were going to start carrying all the time—how are you going to balance a checking account when you’re older?” 

I shrug. “Yeah, but—” 

“No buts.” Betty holds up a hand. “We don’t make excuses we ...” 

“... make a better effort,” I finish. “I know, I know.”

Betty smiles. “Remember, forming good habits now will pay off later.”

See, this is exactly what I mean. Even when Betty is getting on me for something, there’s still a kindness, a gentle encouragement, that comes through her every word. I don’t know why, but that pushes me so much harder than all the screaming at home. 

For a long time, I wished Betty was my mom, but now I realize she’s become something more than she ever could be if she were my parent. She’s more like the Batman to my Robin. I’ve learned more from her than how to solve algebraic equations, the best way to fix a slipped bike chain, and the names of every Avengers member. She’s the one who encouraged me to take AP English this year and the reason I even began to think I’d be able to apply to good colleges out of state. Betty is an adult who actually believes in me, and that makes me feel like I can do things I never thought I could before. 

“And you know the best superheroes don’t let the little things slide.” Betty smiles again and straightens the collar of her crisp white blouse. “Details, my boy. It’s all about the details.”

I slide the wrinkled ten-dollar bill toward her and wonder if Robin ever has to endure similar lectures from Batman about organizing the gadgets in his utility belt. 

“Besides, before you know it, you’ll be sending out college applications and I’d hate to see you miss out on a great opportunity because you overlooked something small.” 

I nod and make a show of folding the remaining dollar bills into a precise rectangle before slipping them back into my pocket. 

“That’s better,” Betty says in a sing-song voice. Her manicured fingers dance across the cash register keys as George Michael reminds us to have faith through the speakers of the old boom box behind the counter. Betty pours the change into my hand, then holds up a finger signaling me to wait. “Before you go, I have a surprise for you.” She opens a drawer under the counter, reaches inside, and my jaw drops when I see what she pulls out—an old issue of Superboy and The Legion of Super-Heroes.

“No way,” I gasp.

“I found it at an old comic book shop while I was down in Escondido visiting my Aunt Rosie last week,” Betty says. “Thought it might give you a little extra inspiration during these first few days of the new school year.”  

The Legion is my absolute favorite superhero team and the classic stories with Superboy are always the best. They’re full of everything I love about comics: distant planets, fascinating characters, and tons of unique superpowers.

The comic, issue number 250, is nothing short of glorious. The greatest Legionnaires ever are all here leaping off the cover. Lightning Lad, wielder of electric energy. Cosmic Boy, the young master of magnetism. Saturn Girl, one of the most powerful telepaths in any universe. Chameleon Boy, Brainiac 5, Shadow Lass, and at the center of the whole group is the Last Son of Krypton himself: Superboy. 

“Wow, Betty, this is so cool. I ... thank you. Thank you times a million.”

“Just promise me this won’t keep you from getting your homework done,” she says as she playfully snatches the book from my hands and places it in the bag’s smuggling compartment. 

“Promise.” I draw an X over my heart again, then reach across the counter to give Betty the biggest hug humanly possible. The scent of her perfume envelopes us like a cape as our hug becomes a rocking bear hug, and then I remember the time. “I better get going, but seriously, thanks Betty.” I scoop up the shopping bag and suppress the urge to skip on my way out of the store. “Catch you later.”

“You’re welcome—and you be careful out there,” Betty hollers after me as I push through the doors. “And start carrying that wallet.” 

I pick up my bike and gently drop the paper bag into the faded red milk crate fastened to the handlebars. 

As I swing a leg over the plastic blue seat, my reflection in the glass storefront catches my attention. Usually, I’d be more critical of the lanky guy staring back at me in the bright yellow t-shirt with floppy blond hair, but right now I don’t even care.  

I slowly roll out into the street and wait until I’m well out of Betty’s sight before I start peddling at warp speed. When I turn onto Mulberry Lane, I take the shortcut through the alley that connects to Walnut Road, which feels appropriate today. There’s this red house that’s sort of shaped like a barn, where you exit on the other end. 

When I was younger, every time I cut through here, I’d pretend that house was the Kent Farm and I was Superboy, returning home through a secret passageway after saving the day.

Now that I’m older though, I’ve got to admit, I don’t get why young Clark Kent would ever want to travel back to his boring hometown of Smallville after an adventure with the Legion in the 30th century. 

If I could travel to a future where buildings stretched to the stars and hang out in a place like the Legion Clubhouse with friends like Cosmic Boy and Lightning Lad, I’d never come back here. I imagine in a place where capes and bright boots are always in style, boys don’t have to hide the things they love and it doesn’t matter if you can catch a pop fly to right field during PE—only that you have the right heart. 

After I exit the alley, I slow down enough to admire the old barn-like house as I coast by.

“Hey,” a voice calls from behind me, “heads up!” 

I whip my head around and barely catch a glimpse of the football rocketing toward my face before it crashes into my forehead. Reality explodes in a shower of light and color. I’m flying, but that can’t be right. The whole world is upside down. I slam into the cement sky, tumble across it. No, not the sky, a sidewalk. I’m lying on a sidewalk now. A wave of pain rolls over me. I squeeze my eyelids shut, grit my teeth and groan, riding it out. Another wave hits, less intense than the first. 

Laughter pierces the air around me. I roll over, trying to pull myself together, still unsure which way up really is. I open my eyes. Two blurry shapes are approaching from the opposite side of the street.  

“Dude, that shot was perfect,” the laughing shape howls. 

“Wait ... Clayton?” the other shape asks, approaching faster.

How does this shape know my name? I shake my head, rub my watery eyes. My vision finally begins to clear, but it takes a few more seconds for me to recognize who it is. “Derek ... Derek Barlow?” I cough, waving dust away from my face. My heart jolts. I almost can’t believe it. He’s bigger, taller, and his naturally dark brown hair is now that bright shade of blond that’s almost white. But it’s definitely him. The boy who used to be my favorite person. The boy I thought I’d never see again.

“Aw, dude, sorry. Total accident, man,” Derek says. He sounds different, too. It’s not just that his voice is deeper either, it’s the way he’s talking. He’s got that whole I’m-so-cool-I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-anything tone so many asshole jocks at school have.

“Oh, man,” the guy next to him laughs. He bumps Derek’s shoulder with the back of his fist. “I thought you were just going to clip him, but then he turned around and, boom, right in the face.” He stumbles around in a circle, flailing his arms above his head while he lets out a series of high-pitched grunts, reenacting my fall. When he’s finished, he doubles over with laugher, then finally turns to Derek and nods. “All right, so maybe you can hit a moving target, Barlow. But you’re still nowhere near my level.”

I maybe recognize this guy as a face in the crowd from school, but I genuinely have no idea who he is and I think I already hate him. He’s everything I can’t stand about most other boys. He’s obnoxious, completely full of himself, and seems to enjoy acting like an idiot.

“Shut up, Mason,” Derek says, sending a halfhearted shove to Mason’s shoulder.

“Total accident, huh? Yeah, sure. Thanks a lot, Derek,” I snap, saying his name like I’m calling him something else.

“You know this peon?” Mason asks Derek, wrinkling his nose. 

Derek shrugs.

“Obviously, dumbass.” I move to stand up and stop when I realize my left knee feels wet, and it hurts—a lot. I look down, see the half-dozen dirty black and red scrapes along my left hand and wrist, the chunk of skin missing above my elbow. Then my eyes slide to my knee. There’s a fresh rip in my jeans there and a bigger, bloodier patch of flesh peeking through it. I involuntarily suck my teeth and wince at the sight. 

“Aww, did the poor little baby get hurt?” Mason asks, sticking out his lower lip. “Don’t be such a pussy, fag.” 

Every muscle in my body tenses at that word. I’m afraid to say anything, worried my voice might crack or something and I’ll sound even more like the thing he just called me. So, I flip him off instead, figuring it’s the safer, manlier thing to do. 

Mason doesn’t even notice. He’s already on the move, zeroing in on the football that rolled into the gutter across the street. I let my middle finger follow him and then I see something that makes the floor drop out of my stomach. My bike is in the middle of the road and next to its front tire is the grocery bag Betty carefully packed minutes ago—empty, cracked open like an egg. The groceries—my comics—they’re scattered all over the place. 

“You assholes,” I hiss. “You total fucking assholes!” 

“Seriously, dude, I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Derek says. 

“Oh, really? Because, dude, that shot was perfect,” I say, doing my best dumbass jocktard impression when I repeat Mason’s words. Ignoring the pain in my knee, I stand up and examine the scrapes down my arm again, making sure I won’t smear blood all over my clothes before dusting myself off. 

“Sorry, man,” Derek says again, and this time he sounds sincere. He gestures to my knee and his face scrunches up. “You okay?” 

“Yeah.” I soften. “Mostly just shredded a few layers of skin is all.” Pretty sure my whole left side is going to be sore for days too, but I’m not telling him that.  

Derek gives me a crooked smile and nods. “Cool.” He shakes his head. “I mean, not cool but, you know, cool that you’re—”

“Holy shit.” My head snaps in the direction of Mason’s voice. He’s pointing at one of my comics splayed open in the street, laughing his asshole laugh again. “This little queer likes Superwoman.”

Okay, now I know I hate him. 

“Wonder Woman,” I correct. “Her name is Wonder Woman. It’s right there on the cover. Can’t you read?” 

I hear Derek stifle a snicker beside me, causing the corners of my own mouth to curl upward.

“Her name is Wonder Woman,” Mason mocks. “Who the fuck asked you, fairy?” The sneer on Mason’s face reminds me of my stepfather, setting off an echo in the back of my brain. Boys aren’t supposed to like this sissy shit. My smile fades. Mason is going to do something. I can see it in his eyes, that dangerous look guys get sometimes when they sense I don’t fit in this universe. 

Mason kicks the comic, sending Wonder Woman flying into the air. I hear the sound of paper tearing, pages flapping, and then crinkling when she crashes back down to Earth. I take a breath, remind myself it’s not a big loss. Just a new issue. Easily replaceable. Not nearly as valuable as—

“Superfag and the Legion of Super-homos?” Mason laughs. 

No. Please, no. 

Mason shifts the football he’s holding to one hand and snatches Betty’s gift off the ground with the other. He holds it up for us to see, grinning like he’s discovered a prize at the bottom of a cereal box. “Check this shit out.”

“Hey, give it back!” 

I start to move, but then Mason asks, “You gonna make me?” and I freeze. There’s no way I could make this guy do anything. He’s freaking Thor. Almost the size of my stepdad. 

He’s waving the Legion comic high above his head now, taunting me. “Come on.” Mason lobs the football to Derek, squeezes his empty hand into a fist. “Try it.” 

I desperately wish I had a super power right now. Maybe super-strength, so I could knock that stupid smile off his face. Or telekinesis, to fling this bastard down the block with just a thought. At this point, I’d even settle for something lame like the ability to shoot fireworks from my fingertips, anything. But none of that is possible in this reality. Here, I can’t even stop my legs from shaking. So, I do nothing—and I hate it. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, you chicken-shit fag. You’re not—” Mason suddenly turns his attention skyward. He drops the comic, barely getting his hands up in time to intercept the incoming football. “What the fuck, Barlow?” 

“Quit screwing around. Let’s go,” Derek says. 

Mason’s lips turn into a tight, angry line. He narrows his eyes and throws the football, fires it murderously hard at Derek, but his aim is off. Derek takes three quick steps, snagging the ball a second before it hits the ground. 

“You call that skill?” Derek laughs. “Man, you can’t throw for shit.” He fires back with a missile of his own. Mason fumbles the ball. “Or catch. See, I told you, dude. You’re looking at your new quarterback.”

“In your dreams.” Mason scoops up the ball, taking a second to steady himself before throwing it back again. This time he’s right on target. Derek catches it with ease. They continue to pass the ball back and forth, trash talking one another’s “skill” with each throw.

I’m not sure exactly what’s going on here, but I watch, amazed at how well Derek handles himself. Sidestep, throw, run, jump, catch, again and again. Before today, I never saw Derek even touch a piece of sports equipment. (Unless those two plastic, yellow Wiffle bats we used to pretend were lightsabers count, which, let’s be honest, not really.)  

“Okay, then, go long,” Derek hollers. He cocks the ball over his shoulder. Mason turns and bullets down the street, looking back with anticipation. Derek launches the football. Mason runs faster. He leaps, clawing at the air as the ball whizzes past him high overhead. It continues spiraling through the sky, descending into the front yard of a house near the end of the block, where it finally lands in the middle of a rose bush. 

“You suck, Barlow,” Mason announces, sticking both middle fingers up as he sprints after the ball. 

“That’s right. Go get it, you fuckin’ douche,” Derek mumbles under his breath, chuckling. The satisfied look on his face tells me he totally overshot that throw on purpose.

Derek gathers the comics in the street, carefully stacking them in a neat pile. He stops, briefly admiring the Legion cover before placing it on top. Then his eyes meet mine and he flashes the same knowing smile that caught my eye the day we met in elementary school. When he waived me over on the playground and said, “Cosmic Boy, you’ve got to help me fight off this pack of Parademons or the Legion is doomed!” 

I knew nothing about the Legion or comic books back then. My knowledge of superheroes was limited to the ones I saw in cartoons, but Derek’s imagination intrigued me—the way he pretended to fly as he swung across the monkey bars, firing lightning bolts from his hands at an army of invisible attackers. Then he smiled at me like he knew me, knew I wouldn’t let him down, and I had to join him in that world. 

I played along, getting Cosmic Boy’s powers all wrong. By the end of recess, we’d saved the universe and become instant friends, falling into routines that lasted years. But that all ended the day his whole family left California for New York.

“Here, sorry about that,” Derek says, handing the comics to me. “Looks like one got pretty munched, but I think the rest are all right.”

“Thanks,” I say and breathe a sigh of relief when I see the Legion issue is undamaged.  

“Damn, dude,” Derek says, his bright blue eyes widening as he sizes me up. “You’ve gotten tall. You look ... way different.”

“Me?” I laugh. “You’re practically a different person.” I can’t get over how much he’s changed. Derek was the shortest boy in our sixth-grade class when he moved away. Now he’s nearly as tall as I am and, unlike me, he’s grown in more than one direction. The straps of the white tank top he’s wearing are basically hugging his rounded shoulders and several veins in his arm stand at attention under his skin. “You’re, like, all bigger and stuff.” I realize I’m staring at his bicep when I tell him this and immediately look away, feeling my cheeks heat up. “What are you doing here anyway?” I ask, quickly trying to change the subject.

“Oh, we moved back into our old place over on Geary Street a couple of weeks ago,” Derek says, like it’s no big deal.  

The day he left, we promised each other we’d write, maybe even call occasionally. We were best friends and something like living on different sides of the country wasn’t going to keep us from staying in touch. I sent him so many letters. He never responded, never sent me his new phone number. Eventually, I gave up. Now he’s been back for days and he didn’t tell me, didn’t even call to say hi. “You what?”

“I know. Crazy, right? My dad’s company wanted him to take over the Redfield office. So, we packed up and here we are—again.” Derek rolls his eyes. “Barely got back in time for me to join the football team.”

There are a hundred questions I have for him right now, but none of them are the one I ask next. “Since when do you like football?” It comes out sharper than I mean. It comes out angry. 

“Uh, since I started playing in junior high and found out I’m pretty good at it,” Derek explains, sounding annoyed.

“Goddammit!” We both look over at Mason, who’s still trying to dig the football out of the rose bush. He kicks at the base of the plant, causing a flurry of pink petals to litter the lawn below.

Derek laughs and I roll my eyes. “I take it that’s why you’re hanging out with ... that?” I ask, turning back to Derek as I jab a thumb over my shoulder at Mason. 

“He’s our starting quarterback, and the coach’s son, which I’m sure is the only reason he got anywhere near that position. Coach said he’s thinking of having me play backup quarterback this season.” Derek shakes his head and smirks. “So, I kind of have to put up with him ... for now.” He shrugs. “Anyway, we’re meeting a couple of the guys at Hatch Park to—” Suddenly Derek flinches and jumps back. His open palms dart up to his chest and he cries, “Heads up.” This time, I don’t hesitate. I duck down just as the football zips past my ear and into Derek’s hands.

“Now that’s how you throw a long bomb, Barlow,” Mason boasts from the petal-dusted lawn. “Let’s go.” 

My eyes burn as I scowl at Mason and for a moment I wonder if my superpower wish is coming true, because there’s nothing I’d like more than to fire a blast of heat vision at this prick.

“Hang on,” Derek hollers back, rolling his eyes again.

“Thanks for the warning,” I say.

“No sweat, man,” Derek says, seeming to scan my height again. His blue eyes lock on mine, holding there a beat longer than I expect. A strange warm feeling stirs in my chest, flowing up the sides of my face. I think Derek’s going to ask me something, but he doesn’t. He just gives me a quick nod, and adds, “See you around.” Then he’s off, running after Mason. 

“Uh, yeah, sure,” I say, basically to myself, as I watch them turn the corner and disappear. Shaking my head in disbelief, I go to grab my bike, and a bolt strikes in my brain.

Shit. I’m going to be late. 
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Chapter Two
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“Clayton Jacob Wheeler, are you just now getting home?” my mom asks, stepping out of her car that’s parked in the driveway as I roll up. She must’ve beat me here by only a few seconds, because of course she did. I can hear my baby brother, Travis, throwing an epic temper tantrum in his car seat. “I thought we had a deal. Where have you been?” 

“At the store,” I say, my voice shifting into a defensive higher pitch. “Getting the stuff you asked me to.” I gesture forcefully to the ripped paper bag in the handlebar crate. 

Mom takes one look at the dented plastic milk jug and deformed loaf of bread nesting inside the sack. She frowns. 

“Sorry,” I say. “I fell, okay?” 

“And that took all this time? What were you doing, messing around on that thing again?” Mom asks, pointing to the two stunt pegs sticking out the sides of my front tire.  

“No.” I hate how she automatically assumes I did something to cause it. I haven’t tried any BMX tricks since I broke my arm in sixth grade. She’d know that if she knew anything about me at all. “I wasn’t doing anything. These two guys were throwing a ball around and they knocked me off, okay?”

And there it is: that look. This is exactly why I stopped telling her when guys give me shit at school. 

Travis lets out one of his ear-piercing screams. (Seriously, that kid has a set of lungs that could scare a banshee.) Mom’s forehead wrinkles and she exhales, exasperated. She throws her hands up, opens the back door of the station wagon, and leans inside. “I don’t know what I have to do to get you guys to start helping me a little more around here,” she says as she unbuckles Travis and pulls him out of his car seat. “Now I’m not going to be able to get dinner started until—”

Travis fires off another scream, crying as he squirms in Mom’s arms. 

“Do you want me to take him for you?” I ask.

“No. The sitter said he didn’t get a nap and I think he needs to be changed. Can you just ...” Mom squeezes her eyes shut and sighs forcefully. “Just grab his diaper bag out of the back and bring everything inside, please?”

I nod and Mom takes Travis in the house, leaving me alone in our driveway. She didn’t even notice my scraped-up knee or anything. No surprise, I guess. Travis has been all anyone pays attention to around here since he was born almost two years ago. I park my bike in the garage, gather everything up, then head inside. It only takes me a few seconds to get the milk and bread put away. Then I quickly hide the comics under my mattress before delivering the diaper bag to my mom in her room, where she’s trying to get Travis to lie still long enough to take off his shoes.

After changing into some comfy clothes—my favorite pair of Jams shorts and the powder blue Ocean Pacific t-shirt Aunt Lacey brought me from her last trip to Miami—I lock myself in the bathroom to assess my injuries. They’re not as bad as I thought. Once I’ve got the dirt and dried blood washed off, I see the scrapes down my arm aren’t really all that noticeable. My knee stings like a bitch when I pour hydrogen peroxide over the broken skin, but even that turns out to only be a three-Band-Aid situation. 

I head into the kitchen and get to work on the mountain of dishes in the sink. Fifteen minutes later, the job is done and this time I make sure the counters and stovetop are spotless too. 

When I pop my head in my mom’s room to let her know we’re good to go, I find both she and Travis have dozed off. It’s kind of a sweet picture, the two of them snuggled up in the middle of the bed. For once, Travis doesn’t look like a total terror, and from this angle, you almost can’t tell the dark circles under Mom’s eyes are getting worse. 

A pang of guilt pulses in my chest. Mom’s right, we could be doing more to help her around the house. I leave her to sleep and decide to get as much as I can started on my own, but when I pass back through the living room, I realize what a disaster it is. The Tonka trucks flipped upside down. The Fisher Price playset in pieces by the recliner. The stuffed animals and baby books and balls that cover the carpet. It never ceases to amaze me just how big of a mess one toddler can make.

I laugh a little to myself when I think of what Betty might say if she ever saw the usual state of our living room. It’s definitely not the kind of organization that lays the foundation for success. 

I pick it all up, stuff everything in the toy box behind the couch, placing my old plush Ewok that got passed to Travis on top after I close the lid. Details, right? It’s all about the details. Too bad that’s not a philosophy James has adopted.  

The living room looks a lot better with the clutter cleaned up, but now the stark tan carpet makes the unfinished accent wall stand out even more. It’s such an eyesore. Fake dark-wood paneling on the left side of the fireplace, light-wood panels on the right. How long has it been like that now? Two years? Three? I’ve lost track. Just another home improvement project James will probably never complete, like the shelves in the laundry room and the rest of the bathroom remodel. Mom stopped asking when he’ll finish that one. At this point, I think she’s just happy he finally got that bigger bathtub installed and working. Bubble baths have always been her go-to stress reliever; she says long soaks in the new tub are the closest thing there is to heaven on Earth. So, that’s a win, I guess. 

I get all the ingredients for dinner organized on the counter and I’m about to crack an egg into a mixing bowl when I hear my mom’s voice behind me. 

“The living room is picked up, the kitchen is clean, and you’re making dinner? Who are you and what have you done with my son?” she jokes.

“Very funny,” I say, tapping the egg on the edge of the bowl. “You looked so tired, I thought I’d let you catch some Zs while I took care of a few things.” 

“Well, I could certainly get used to this. Thank you, Clay.” Mom kisses my cheek and I can tell the few minutes of down time have done her good. She’s got the same lazy-happy look that floats on the surface of her face after long baths. “Your brother is finally down, thank the Lord. For a minute there, I wasn’t sure he was going to let me get anything done.”

“I can help you put all this together if you want,” I offer. I’m not a good cook, like, at all. But I want my mom to see I’m trying to be a team player here. I empty the egg’s gooey guts into the mixing bowl and a tiny piece of shell slips in next to the yolk. I dump the eggshell halves in the garbage disposal and attempt to pick the remaining sliver out, but just end up chasing it around the bowl’s slimy contents instead.

“I’ve got a better idea.” Mom turns on the faucet and lathers up her hands. “How about if tonight you be the chef and I’ll be your assistant.”

I give up and slide the mixing bowl toward her. “You sure that’s a good idea? I mean, if it were possible, I’d probably burn water.” 

Mom smiles. “Oh, come on. You used to love cooking.” She towels off her palms and picks the piece of eggshell out with surgical precision, then slides the bowl back to me. “Inventing all those creative dishes like this one and ... what did you call that other one we used to make all the time? The pancake recipe with the Cap’n Crunch cereal mixed in?”

“Cosmic Crunch Cakes,” I mumble.

“Ah, yes. That’s it,” Mom giggles. “You were quite the budding culinary artist.” She playfully jabs me with her elbow. “Of course, that was before you got a little older and hanging out with your mom in the kitchen wasn’t cool anymore.” 

That’s not it at all. I’m tempted to let her know the real reason my interest in cooking waned is because the day 7-year-old me told James I wanted an Easy-Bake Oven for Christmas, he laughed and asked if I wanted a dress too. I’ll continue to keep that memory to myself, though. Mom genuinely seems to be in a good mood right now. I’m not going to bring her down. 

“Okay, okay.” I force a smile and shrug. “I’ll give it a try.”

“Good,” Mom says.

We get started and I’m surprised how much of the recipe comes back to me while we work. Mom only needs to remind me I skipped a step or left out an ingredient a couple of times. We’re nearly finished when she begins telling me this funny story about how she caught these two kids trying to steal Sex Ed books from the library today. I smile throughout the whole thing. Not so much because her story is funny; it is, but mostly because I haven’t had a moment like this with her since ... I don’t know ...  probably the B.T. (Before Travis) era.

“Poor things.” Mom laughs as I slide the meatloaf into the oven. “You should’ve seen the looks on their faces when I asked them to show me the books in their backpacks. They must have turned a dozen shades of red. Couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven years old. They reminded me a lot of you and Derek Barlow when you boys were that age. Probably why I just gave them a warning and let them go.”

“Funny you mention him,” I say. “I saw Derek today after school. Apparently, the Barlows moved back from New York.” 

“Hmm.” Mom tilts her head to one side. “You know, I thought I recognized Glenda when I was pulling out of the Mervyn’s parking lot the other day.” 

“Wait, you saw Derek’s mom in town and didn’t tell me?”

“Oh, she was coming while I was going. I wasn’t even sure it was her,” Mom says, waving a hand dismissively through the air. “Anyway, you must’ve been happy to reconnect with him. You two used to be thick as thieves.”

“Yeah, well, we didn’t reconnect, exactly. More like, ran into each other. He seems pretty different now.” I shrug. 

“How so?”

“For starters, he’s on the football team.”

Mom’s eyes go wide. “That kid is on the football team? He’s such a little thing.” 

“Not anymore,” I say and wish it hadn’t come out so impressed sounding. My face heats up and I turn away, fixing my eyes on the mixing bowl sitting in the sink. “Anyway, I wouldn’t call us friends. I mean, it’s not like we stayed in touch after he moved away. Besides, he told me they’ve been back for a couple of weeks now and he never even said hi or anything, so ...”

“Perhaps he tried,” Mom says. 

“Probably not,” I say.

“How do you know? I’m sure it would’ve been easy if we still lived down the street from them, but we’re on the other side of town now and we have a different phone number. So, he might not have known how to get ahold of you.”

I open my mouth to say something, then close it, considering her point. Finally, I say, “It’s possible, I guess, maybe. I don’t know.”

“Don’t give up so easily. When you get to be my age, you’re going to realize good friends are hard to come by,” Mom says, then in a more serious tone she adds, “and it wouldn’t hurt for you to have a couple more guy friends.”

I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean exactly, but whatever. I’m not touching it. 

The front door opens and James lumbers in. “What a day,” he booms. “That new foreman is a slave driver. I don’t think I’ve ever poured that much concrete in a day.”

The oven is on, but I feel like the temperature in the house just dropped ten degrees. The soft, tranquil look on Mom’s face is gone, replaced with a harder, colder expression. 

James slips off his dusty boots and drops them by the door, then throws a nod in our direction. “I’m starving. What’s for dinner?” 

“Meatloaf,” Mom says. I’m guessing the hint of hostility in her voice is left over from the argument they were having this morning. I’m not sure what it was about. I didn’t stick around to find out, just bolted the second I heard sonic warfare erupting in their room. Even for them, they’ve been fighting a lot lately. 

“You guys didn’t make it with potato chips again, did you?” James asks, frowning, clearly disgusted. 

“Yes, James,” Mom snaps. “It’s Clayton’s favorite and I promised him we’d make it.” 

Don’t bring me into this, I think and look down at the ground. There’s no way I’m making eye contact with either of them right now. 

“Well, are we having anything else? Just meatloaf isn’t going to be enough food for all of us,” James says. 

I don’t understand why they get into it over stupid things like this. 

“Yes, James. I’m aware. I do know how to make a proper dinner, thank you,” Mom says, sarcastically. “For your information, I’m making mashed potatoes and vegetables, too.”

“All right, Claire. Geez, I’m just asking. You don’t have to get so worked up over everything all the time,” James says, raising his voice to match Mom’s level.

“And you don’t need to come in here first thing and start—”

“Dada!” I hear Travis squeak like a dog toy, followed by his fast footsteps down the hall.

“Hey, Champ,” James says, scooping
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