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  “fascinating, original, and exceptional… especially and unreservedly recommended.” 
  — Midwest Book Review (Library Bookwatch, May 2026)

    
  “The writing and dialogue are so on point… the book is sweet and endearing with something for everyone.” 
 — BlueInk Review (starred)

    
  “Axel’s writing crackles with energy and hard-won insight, capturing Oscar’s inner monologue in a way that feels both authentic and deeply relatable.”  — BookLife Reviews (Editor’s Pick)

    
  “[Henry Fielding’s] Tom Jones  suggested that the world, no matter how messy, ultimately has answers. Promising Young Man does the same…” — Windy City Reviews (Recommended)

    
  “Beautiful read… Oscar’s voice is unforgettable.”  — Doug Bolton, author, Untethered: Creating Connected Families, Schools, and Communities to Raise a Resilient Generation

    
  “I love this book.”  — Jill Wine-Banks, author, The Watergate Girl; MS NOW legal analyst; co-host, Webby-winning #SistersinLaw podcast

    
  “You'll hate yourself for putting it down to go to bed, but you'll remind yourself that you're trying to make it last.”  — Dr. Moses Altsech, Professor, University of Wisconsin-Madison, Wisconsin School of Business

    
  “deeply moving, sharply observed… will appeal to readers of all ages.”  — Sarah C. Maza, Member American Academy of Arts & Sciences, Professor of History Emerita Northwestern University

    
  “A quiet masterpiece… It’s a book that lingers long after the last page, and one I’ll be recommending to anyone who values honest, character-driven storytelling.”  — Samuel Durr, Learning Specialist, William C. Goudy Technology Academy

    
  “Oscar is breathtakingly real and appealing... ” — The BookLife Prize

    
  “a damn good read”  — Dr. David George, Ph.D. Professor of Modern Languages Emeritus, Lake Forest College

    
  “It’s a deft portrait that sidesteps stereotypes with sensitivity and skill…Their ensuing odyssey through Fort Defiance in Illinois, Dallas, and Memphis favorably recalls the feel of classic 1970s road films.”   — Kirkus Reviews (“Get it”)

    
  “a powerful story of survival, resilience, and hope”  — Nathan Chung, Founder and Host #DisabilityDisrupted Podcast

    
  “Books like Promising Young Man need to be on school curricula ” — Readers’ Favorite (5-Stars)

    
  “a refreshingly honest picture of life with ADHD”  — Brian Bennett, CPS High School Teacher

    
  “At times funny, at times raw, at times so poignant you’ll find yourself tearing up… It’s a story filled with wrong choices and thwarted dreams but also hope, resiliency, and redemption…”  — Maggie Smith, award-winning author, Truth and Other Lies and Blindspot

    
  “I just wanted to say thank you for writing this book. For me, this book is a way to explore how I can grow up and show up as a mom. Thank you thank you.”  — Windi Padia, Boy Mom in Frederick, CO
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To all the beautiful and brilliant Oscars in the world and the people who love them.








  
  Lovers and madmen have such seething brains
Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend
More than cool reason ever comprehends 
The lunatic, the lover and the poet
Are of imagination all compact-William Shakespeare









  
  Chapter 1


A promising young man. That’s what Grammy called me a few months ago. On my eighteenth birthday. Over strawberry-rhubarb cobbler at the Berghoff in downtown Chicago, a forty-minute El train ride from our swank suburb of Evanston. I’d picked the restaurant. It’s where they filmed Dark Knight. 
I’m sure she meant to be flattering, but really, it’s how old people say they expect great things from you. Because that’s all turning eighteen gets you—expectations.
I mean, right?
It’s dark on our side of the globe now. A gust of wind whips a branch of the elm tree against my bedroom window. 
Naked and dripping from my shower, I glance down from the Batman poster on my wall to the prescription bottles on my bedside table. The springtails in my terrarium living their unbothered, tiny lives. The blaring red numbers on my alarm clock say 11:50 PM.
There’s no benefit in being eighteen, not really. You’re expected to have your shit together. Be on your way to independence. But you can’t drink or smoke, not legally. And now your parents can kick your ass out of the house.
Eighteen blows.
Basically, it’s just when you’re expected to quit being a dumbass. For us guys at least—girls stopped acting stupid a long time ago, and some want you to believe they were never as stupid to begin with. 
Green-eyed Bette from English class is definitely smart. 
Anyway, I’m a man now. An adult. Even if my human brain won’t fully develop until my mid-twenties or, as my therapist says, more like thirty for guys like me. Even if I don’t feel like one.
There’s a pop of bright light outside the window. A crackle. A house-shaking boom. The rain comes down hard. Enzo’s passed out with his long snout hanging halfway off my bed, too old and deaf to notice.
I lean down to lift his ear flap and whisper, “Hey, boy.” 
He startles a little. Stretches his paws out in front of him.
After adjusting his head so it’s resting on the pillow, I give it a smooch, then go to my dresser drawer for underwear. And there, tucked under the last clean pair of neatly folded Stewie Griffin boxers, is my pocketknife.
My mind flashes to Oh Henry’s Diner where I worked—the metal shards of the shake machine on the floor, the look on my boss’s, I mean, Mr. Henry’s, face—then back to Batman. The three syringes on his arm. 
Strength serum. 
I snatch up the knife and close my bedroom door.
Dad’s life advice was simple: stop the buffoonery and being so lazy. If I’d just put down the damned phone and pick up the damned pen as he suggested, one of Newton’s laws would force my life in the right direction. Easy-peasy if my test scores are any sign. And I am eighteen after all.
I tried to put down the phone and pick up the pen to write my paper, but I couldn’t. Dad said wouldn’t. On my baggage carousel of crappy life decisions, it was just another bag. 
It’s not as if I didn’t want to graduate. Really. I mean, who’d want to be remembered as that loser dropout? I’m not sure what I want to be remembered for, but I know it’s not that.
After kicking away a pile of dirty t-shirts, I plop my bare butt onto the cold wood floor in front of the mirror. 
My eyes slide to the poster again. Steely vengeance glowers back. Oozing adrenaline. I blow up my hair, suck in some air, and cut a line on my arm. Slowly, from the middle of my forearm down to where a watch might be. Holding the edge of the blade to make it as straight as possible, and not too deep. The skin catches a little. It hurts, but in that nanoscopic instant, nothing else does. It’s just me, the knife, and no one to let down. Not even her. Not even myself.
After blotting away the blood with a sock, I slice another line. My stupid hair keeps falling into my face. I snag a pair of boxer briefs from the floor and rig it over my head like a headband.
I’m wiping off the third line when there’s a scream, and my head jerks up. Mom’s standing in the doorway in her workout clothes, a deer-colored braid hanging from her running hat. Hazel eyes frozen wide, fixed on the three red lines glistening on my arm. 
Shit. I lunge for a t-shirt and throw it over my lap. Why didn’t I hear her open my door? Or come up the stairs?
She isn’t wearing shoes. Her bare feet look too big for her skinny ankles. Troll feet. I check mine. Do I have troll feet, too?
“Jesus, Oscar,” she breathes under her hand, covering her mouth.
My eyes go to the mirror, and I see what made her scream and laugh out loud. Me. Him. Weirdo. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, naked except for the pit-stained shirt covering his junk. Surrounded by graphic novels and Legos. A bloody sock in one hand, an open pocket knife in the other, underwear on his head flopping to the side.
Promising young man. Yeah. Right.






  
  Chapter 2

LAST WEEK


Sunday, and I was late for work. Again. 
I raced past the hair salon and that fancy new cafe to the diner, swung open the door, and wrapped myself in a smoky blanket of breakfast smells—bacon, buttermilk pancakes, maple syrup. Got me every time. Calmed the buzzing in my brain and temporarily transformed me into someone I liked.
Oh Henry’s Diner had been around forever. Still had the original A&W Root Beer sign. Glasses shaped like Coke bottles. Vintage chrome chairs and sparkly vinyl booths, but with all the shine rubbed off. Not fancy; comfortable.
I would’ve worked there every day for the rest of my life, but Mom put the ix-nay on anything more than Sundays until I got a handle on my schoolwork. And as far as my life after graduation was concerned, the diner wasn’t in her plans.
The back of house crew was already hard at work. Same with Mr. Henry. The wrinkly-faced regulars—Doris, Seymour, and Alf—sat in their usual spots. Their Sunday papers spread out on the yellow Formica tabletops like they’ve been doing since I first started eating here with Grammy, back when I couldn’t pronounce my R’s. 
It never made sense to me that they didn’t all sit together.
On my way to the kitchen, I leaned my elbows on Doris’s table and playfully batted my eyelashes. “Delightful to see you, Doris.”
 She smiled at me like she does—like I make her day just by existing.
Doris was slender and had that bend to her spine that tall people get as they age. Dressed for church, even though she never went—a bright, flowery dress. Gave no shit what people thought of her sparkly tiara.
Eccentricity is an old lady’s only limelight.
After picking up her empty plate, I noticed her frowning at her newspaper. “What’cha readin’?”
She lowered the paper so I could see the headline: 
MOTHER BLAMES CHILD’S DEATH ON 
UNAFFORDABLE HEALTHCARE


Pierce in my gut. “Why do you read that stuff? It’s depressing.”
She shrugged. “The obituaries.”
“I mean, it’s a free country, but I’m not coming back to refill your coffee until you’re reading something that’ll let me see those pearly whites again.”
She blushed and picked up the comics section.
“That’s more like it.” I straightened her tiara and then spun around to the next table to Seymour—a skinny old man as gruff and pointy as a goblin shark. Narrow face, long nose.
“Happy Sunday, Seymour!” I did a soft-shoe and tipped my imaginary fedora before stacking his yolk-smeared plate on top of Doris’s.
He held up his crossword puzzle, and his long face curved into a grin. I patted him on his shoulder, skidded over to Alf, and shrouded myself in a pretend cape. 
“What’s the word, Alfred?” I said in my gravelliest Batman voice.
“No Bat Signal today, Old Man.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he hee-hee-hee’d. The old folks loved calling me by my nickname. He nodded at my stomach. “Eat a burger, why don’t you? Skinny rat.”
I laughed and twirled my invisible cape around and bumped into Mr. Henry.
“Late,” he said, as if I didn’t know. Or care.
“Man, why ya gotta keep saying that?”
Mr. Henry was Grammy’s age, late seventies. My height now, five-eleven, but he used to be taller. Doris said they compared him to James Dean back in the day. Still had the vibe. That look in his eye that made you like him even when he was eyeballing you like a hawk.
He stood there, mouth open, all dumb surprise. “Because your shift starts at eight?”
I didn’t bother checking the clock because it wouldn’t make me feel any better about disappointing him. Besides, I could just ask Alf how many coffees he’d had. The old folks paced their drinking: enough to justify sticking around, not so much that they’re always in the bathroom.
My therapist taught me an excellent time-management technique: set reminders on your phone. I thought about everyone else being able to do what they needed to do when they needed to do it. Like it was nothing. I needed reminders for the reminders.
The other regulars, Evanston’s finest—with their gun belts and Motorola phones and handcuffs—got a dedicated booth in the back corner where they couldn’t scare away customers: Table ten, the Officers’ table, a table I never waited on because Mr. Henry always handled it. Fine by me. Cops made me paranoid. Even Officer Goodman, aka George Guethmund, aka the brother of Grammy’s BFF, Auntie Barbara.
I saluted the uniforms as I hurried past and dropped the dirty plates into a plastic bin.
Normally he’d let it go, but today Mr. Henry followed me to the kitchen. “Humor me. What’s your excuse for being late today?”
“Grammy’s Buick is acting up. She dropped me off on her way to take Auntie Barbara to her brother’s place.” I snatched an apron off the hook just outside the door, threw it in the air, and tilted my head so its collar ring looped over it. While I tied the strings behind me, I peeked back at the blue uniforms at table ten to confirm Officer Goodman wasn’t there yet.
Mr. Henry laughed as if I’d just told him my joke of the day.
“It’s true! So, I’m walking to work, right? And I see the cutest Bulldog puppy. That floppy head. Those big eyes. His owner, this old guy, is standing there like he’s got nowhere to go. I’m lying there on the sidewalk, playing with the little fur ball, and, I don’t know, time just…”
Mr. Henry sniffed.
“Anyway, then Grammy’s calling out to me. She’s in her Buick with Auntie Barbara—facing the wrong way in traffic, by the way. The second I jump into the back of the car, it dies. I swear. She had to turn the key like ten times before it finally coughed back to life.” I plugged my nose. “Ripped ass that smelled like eggs.”
He shook his head and kept watching me while I washed my hands and dried them off. “Doing alright, kid? You look like a raccoon.”
I was used to hearing that.
I pulled down the purple skin under my eyes to reveal veiny red corneas, a trademark of my all-nighters. “Cosmos reruns. That deGrasse Tyson man, he’s the boss.”
“Thought I was your boss.”
I rolled my eyes at his attempt to be funny, then turned my hand into an airplane and whistled as it nosedived toward earth.
His lips flattened. “You need to get with the program, son.”
I winced and grabbed the coffeepot. I was used to hearing that, too. But not from him. 
Something else was definitely bothering him, because as I ricocheted table-to-table refilling coffees, from across the room he yodeled, “I don’t know why I keep letting you work here.”
Ouch. Seriously, what was up? His voice was playful. Still, I gulped at the thought of not working here… not seeing Doris, Seymour, and Alf—my home away from home. The only place I could be without being high.
Doris and I caught eyes, and she gave me that reassuring smile. It felt like she was putting on a Band-Aid.
I grinned. “Because customers love me.”
“That’s right,” she said emphatically.
Mr. Henry grunted and patted down his gray hair, impressively thick for an old worrywart.
I blew Doris a kiss, put the coffeepot away, and skipped to the kitchen to unload the dishwasher. I inspected every item for smudges. I’d hate to upset any customers on account of questionable cleanliness.
I was half-finished with the dishes when Mr. Henry popped his head in. “Almost done? The crowd’s filling in.”
Crowd was a generous description. The diner’s seating capacity was forty-five, but it rarely filled up to two-thirds of that ever since that fancy cafe opened down the street and started poaching customers. That was probably what was eating at him. 
Wait—was the diner in trouble? Where would I spend my Sundays if it closed? Where would Doris and Seymour and Alf go? All the cops? And me? I’d only given Mr. Henry like a million suggestions to get more customers. He did finally add ice cream to the menu.
“Yeah, I’m almost done,” I said, squinting at him as I wiped down a knife.
“This isn’t the DMV. Come on, I could put those away in half the time!”
“I mean, you leave lipstick marks on the glasses,” I mumbled.
He only took orders from regulars and cops if he could help it, ones he knew by heart and could call out to the cook. Probably because his handwriting was even worse than mine. So, if he was lingering in the doorway, crowd meant customers he hadn’t seen before had come in. Possibly a family with children who couldn’t wait for a table at the fancy new cafe.
Good. I’d make sure Oh Henry’s Diner was their first choice for brunch, not the fallback. I closed the utensil drawer with a little more force than necessary, twisted up the towel, and whipped it into the hamper. 
He made a face. I made a face back. Like it was a typical Sunday.
But it wasn’t.

    
  After rifling through the pile of ordering pads for a crisp, unused one—why did we even keep these tattered ones around?—I sifted through the thousand pens for a medium-head, black flood ball-point, the only kind I’d use. The smooth roll on the paper and perfect line thickness. I grabbed the plate of eggs sitting under the heat lamp, artfully positioned the garnish the cook had tossed onto it willy-nilly, and moseyed to the dining room. 
Two adults and three kids sat in the front corner booth. With a dramatic flourish of my invisible cape, I presented Alf with his sunny-side-ups, then headed over.
Best way to keep parents coming back to the diner? Entertain their children. And they loved it when I told silly jokes and made goofy expressions behind the menu.
Mr. Henry was chill about most shenanigans: dads spiking their tomato juice, flirty moms slipping extra tip money into my apron pocket. Whatever kept customers from posting negative reviews about the water stains on the ceiling or the grubby menus with updated prices markered in—especially if it kept the little ones quiet.
Silver dollars or a waffle? Strawberries or chocolate chips? I could empathize with the kids’ dilemmas. After passing around crayons and coloring placemats, I crouched down and stroked my pretend walrus mustache.
“It’s a tuffy, isn’t it?”
The smallest, a girl about four in a princess costume, looked like she was out past nap time and about to hurl tears.
“Good gosh,” I said in my best New York accent. “Did I tell ya, I make the funniest whipped cream animal face pancakes? A dog, a cat—”
Her hand shot up, wet face grinning.
“One cat pancake. Excellent choice.” I nodded to the boy. “How about you, little fella? Cat? Dog?”
His hand shot up. “Dog!”
“Another excellent choice.” I smiled at the third kid in the corner, head down under a baseball cap, holding a phone. “How about you? Dog? Cat? Gorilla?”
She looked up briefly. Just long enough to mumble, “cup of fruit.” Just long enough for my brain to register that she wasn’t a kid. She was about my age, and her eyes were as green as an emerald tree boa. Seriously stunning. Mesmerizing.
The dad huffed. “Just fruit? How about some protein with that?”
“Leave it alone, dear,” the mom said.
The girl’s eyes met mine, and my grip on the pen tightened. For a moment it was as if we understood each other. Felt what the other was feeling. I wanted to look into her eyes forever, but like an idiot, I blinked. She pulled down the brim of her hat and went back to her phone.
After getting all the orders, I loafed toward the kitchen, staring down at the blur of scribbles on my order pad. The words unrecognizable. Some scratched out and rewritten. Who was she? Those eyes. I’d given her crayons. And she’d witnessed me acting like a total—fuck, like I’m some—fuuuck. 
Not that I’d ever see her again. She obviously didn’t go to my school; kids from my school wouldn’t be caught dead here. They went to the fancy cafe up the street. Still, for as long as this family was here, I’d act as normal as possible, cool even. Kids or no kids.
The cook was taking his sweet time with the family’s order, so I wiped down the table condiments. In the middle of replacing an empty Tabasco bottle, there was a blood-curdling screech, and everyone in the restaurant turned toward the family in the booth.
The dad looked irritated as all hell while the mom tried to restrain the little princess, now snot-nosed and red-faced, who was having a meltdown. Those blood-sugar lows could be relentless. And then, to my horror, I saw the dad grab his car keys.
Their food still wasn’t ready. Shit. Quick as a rabbit, I pushed myself up into a handstand and hand-jogged to the table, a skill I’d perfected at circus camp. 
“S’cuuuuuse me,” I called up from the floor, wiggling my toes in the air. “Your crying’s turned me upside down! I can’t serve happy pancakes with my feet!”
The little princess calmed down, the dad put his keys away, and eventually, the animal faces were a hit.
But sadly, those green eyes stayed hidden under her cap, and I kept stressing about it for the rest of their meal. Did she think I was weird? Why do I always do things without thinking?
Then, a miracle happened. As the family was standing up to leave, the little princess invited me to her birthday party. Not only did I get another glimpse of those eyes, but the corners of the girl’s mouth went up. It was like getting a fist bump from God.
I shoved the crisp twenty-dollar tip into my apron pocket, certain that magical smile would be back. Maybe even become a regular.

    
  Just as my shift at the diner ended, so did that blissed-out feeling. Reality set in: soon I’d be at home, tomorrow at school, and another long week until I was back at Oh Henry’s Diner. 
I could feel the bees rousing in my head, just thinking about it. What if the girl’s family came to the diner on a day I wasn’t working? What if whoever was working couldn’t handle a tantrum? Who’d work my Sunday shift if I went off to college? Would they take good care of Doris and Seymour and Alf? What if I didn’t want to go to college? What if I just wanted to stay here and wait tables full-time?
A headache was creeping in, and so was the itch to light up. Not that it would make me feel any less anxious.
The longer I could prolong leaving, the better. “Anything I can do?”
Mr. Henry closed out the cash register and gazed up at the dusty ceiling fan. Suddenly, his face brightened, and he snapped his fingers excitedly. “Grab the box by the back door!”
“Your package finally arrived?“ He’d been talking about his special delivery forever.
“Yesterday.” His smile was so infectious, I spontaneously whooped.
In the time it took for him to whistle “Fly Me to the Moon” three times, I’d unpackaged and fully assembled a shiny chrome, four-pronged retro milkshake maker. And there it was, front and center on the counter, exactly where he wanted it.
“The Model 9B Multimixer. The same one Ray Kroc sold back in the day. Check out that craftsmanship. Isn’t she a beaut?” He slapped his hands together in delight, as if he’d designed the thing himself.
In the drabness of the place, it stuck out like Seymour’s gold tooth. I imagined the diner packed with happy customers, and milkshakes all around.
“Paid a courier to pick it up in California because the seller wouldn’t ship it. Too rare. Holy shakes, it was impossible to find. Cost me the farm and an egg, too,” Mr. Henry said.
My stomach clenched. He’d been gibbering about fixing up the diner since his hair was the same bird’s-nest blonde as mine. But I’d also seen the bills piling up on his desk. Even overheard Grammy once say how he’d sold personal stuff to pay them off—even his favorite classic car.
And now he went and bought this? “Wow. California?”
“Worth every penny.” He patted down his hair, then nudged me with his elbow. “Your genius idea, remember?”
“Because that new fancy place doesn’t have one,” I muttered, flinching at the reminder. I didn’t know a new machine would be so expensive. “Thought you said those machines broke all the time?”
“Oh, no. No, no, no. Not this one. It’s the imports, the knockoffs, the ones with plastic parts that break. This baby was made back in the day in the good ole US of A. It’ll last forever. You got me thinking, so I ran the numbers. Milkshakes are highly profitable and quick to make. This thing alone could keep us in business!”
My laugh catches in my throat. Really? Huh. Plus, we already had ice cream.
Instantly, flyer designs swirled through my head—Graduating Class Special. I could rip off Kool-Aid and doodle a Mr. Cool Milkshake wearing a cap and tassel. “Let’s come up with some funky flavors! How about strawberry and blueberry swirls with whipped cream, The American Salute, no… American Straw-Blute?”
He cringed and then checked his watch. “You’re on the right track, kid, but not there yet. C’mon, I’ll give you a ride home. You can bring me flavor ideas next Sunday and we’ll figure out how to use this thing.” He glanced down at my fingers, picking at my palm. “Cheer up. School’s out in a week, and I’m giving you the extra shifts you’ve been pestering me about.”
More hours and no school. It seemed too good to be true. 






  
  Chapter 3


Monday. 
Mom snapped up the shades to wake me up earlier than usual and stood at the foot of my bed in drill sergeant mode, slurping her coffee. “It’s your last week of high school!” Last week of hell is what she meant. 
I just needed to get through the day.
After getting high in the woods by campus, I rushed into second period, eyes pumped with Visine, tongue burning from Altoids. English, my only honors class. Mr. Juno’s corduroys were scuffing through the rows of chairs as he passed out last week’s graded quizzes.
Mr. Juno was geeky-looking but nice. Super unfortunate haircut.
A girl I didn’t recognize sat in the seat behind mine, bent over on her desk. A skinnier version of the one who used to sit there. I never paid attention to her. More accurately, was too high to. A transfer in the last week of school? Sleeping? Her honey-colored hair sprawled across her face, so I couldn’t be sure.
My friend Christian reclined in his chair a couple of rows back—wide, toothy smile, slicked-back hair. Cool as a crocodile. The sleeves of his button-down Polo bunched like he’d put no effort into it. He was so still and relaxed, even with his eyes open, you’d think he was asleep.
My clothes looked effortless, too. But, yeah. No. And unlike him, I was in constant motion and had to sit in the front where Mr. Juno could see me, because of my stupid 504 Plan—accommodations I’m entitled to thanks to my ADHD. Extra time on papers and tests, typed-up notes of whatever’s written on the smart board, eye contact, etc. All meant to level the playing field and help me thrive. 
I hated the idea of needing special attention with a passion. Thankfully, it was a pain in the ass for teachers, so most didn’t follow it. But Mr. Juno did.
I tipped my head up at Christian, then slunk into my chair.
While I pulled my notebook and favorite pens from my backpack, the scuffing stopped. Mr. Juno was right there, staring at me over his glasses with my graded quiz pinched face down between his thick fingers. 
He tapped my shoulder like my 504 said he should, pulled air into his nostrils, and breathed out a mix of stale coffee and milk. “Homework?”
My homework. I’d meant to do it after work on Sunday, and then… I shook my head and reached up for my quiz.
He didn’t let go, and we locked eyes—long enough for me to wonder if he appreciated how the mole on the bridge of his nose made a great doorstop for his glasses, but probably not long enough for his aged ganglion to travel to his brain to register whether I looked stoned.
“You’re a senior, right, Mr. Danielsson?” he said, as if I could be one of those accelerated underclassmen types.
“And next year he’ll be a super-senior!” Christian snickered.
I gave Christian the finger, then shrugged an apology at Mr. Juno. 
Christian moved to my block the summer after seventh grade. And while the girls were busy being mean to each other, making who’s cool and who’s not lists, he and I hung out and tried to beat each other at stuff. He couldn’t stay up in a handstand as long as me, but he could pop a bigger wheelie on his Trek. He could hold his breath longer, but I could scale higher up the side of the church. His mom put a stop to bike jousting.
By high school, things had changed. He was always at baseball.
In my peripheral vision, I could see the girl behind me still had her head down, her long hair spilling everywhere. I had to admit, her fuck-all attitude was impressive.
Mr. Juno pressed his thin lips together until they disappeared, and I could practically hear the cranks in his head jamming as he tried to figure out how to handle me. Finally, he sighed and set the paper free.
“Wednesday is the due date for your senior thesis,” he said to the room. He tapped my shoulder and whispered to me, “Friday for you. That’s in four days.” I know he did his best to be discreet. Still, it was embarrassing. 
As he scuffed away, I put my quiz face down on my desk and prayed to the ceiling. Please let me graduate and get the hell out of Dodge. Any more F’s and I wouldn’t walk the stage.
School was harder than I expected, even after moving most classes down to the regular levels, which in our school is half a step up from Special Ed. I mean, I love to read and learn about interesting stuff, like zoology and folklore. Ancient history too obscure to teach, apparently… not The Grapes of Wrath. Christ. All that misery. It’s unbearable.
If I passed this quiz, I’d just have to turn in my paper and serve my detentions. I’d be golden. Graduate like a normal person. If not—I peeked at the grade. “C minus.” I fist-bumped the air, then tried to unravel the jumbled shoelaces of cursive next to it. Y-o-u c-a-n d-o b-e-t-t-e-r.
I’m sure.
My buzz was slipping away, and a headache was coming on. I glanced up at the clock, then peeked at my phone to see the time. Within a millisecond, there was more scuffing.
“Please.” Mr. Juno held the phone basket in front of my face until I sighed and slid my phone into it, then raised it up for everyone to see. “Are these powerful tools crutches that enable us to amble through a vast universe of knowledge or a handicap to our consciousness, preventing us from experiencing the here and now?”
The no-phones-in-class policy is trash. 
As Mr. Juno walked back to his desk, I turned to roll my eyes at Christian, but he cocked his head as if he were contemplating Mr. Juno’s question. What a kiss-ass. I kinda got it; try-hards got teacher appreciation, something he lacked at home. Let’s just say his dad didn’t dish out the praise.
Mr. Juno put the basket down and smirked at me. “Kindly keep your hands off your tool during my class.”
Everyone laughed. Christian laughed the loudest.
I really couldn’t stand him sometimes.
I grabbed a click pen from my backpack and spun it in circles on my desk, desperately clinging to the butt-end of my buzz. “I was just checking the time.”
Mr. Juno pointed his thick finger at the clock above the door. The same white clock with two black hands was in the same location in every classroom, in every school since kindergarten. “Why would you need your phone when there’s a clock right there?”
“Cuz he can’t read clocks!” Christian snickered again.
I stopped the pen mid-spin by slamming my fist over it and imagined I was Batman, protected by a rubber suit and mask, impenetrable to all things uncomfortable when I couldn’t be high.
The discussion moved on to the senior thesis, a graduation requirement. A five-paragraph, five-hundred-word persuasive essay on anything we wanted. An exercise in conciseness. That’s what’s annoying about the end of the school year; all the hard projects are due.
“What comes after preliminary research? Mr. Danielsson, I’ll pick on you today.” Unlike every other day? “Remind me, what topic did you choose?”
“Uh…”
Mr. Juno had been hounding me for my thesis topic, maybe for months. I cleared my throat and shot a glance at Christian over my shoulder. He smiled at me like he was waiting for the punchline of a joke.
That’s okay; I’m Batman. Oscar had left the building.
Except my knee kept bouncing. Is Christian still my friend? Did I forget to take Advil this morning? To calm my brain, I pictured myself at Oh Henry’s Diner. Alf and Seymour cracking up at my jokes. Doris smiling at me under her sparkly tiara. And then I remembered her newspaper article from yesterday. 
I shook off the Batsuit and sat up. “If it’s moral for a mother to steal medicine she can’t afford to keep her sick child from dying?”
Mr. Juno’s eyes flicked to my hand, clicking my pen. “And your position?”
I clicked the pen faster. “It’s moral. Even if it’s not ethical.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and asked the class for opposing positions.
“It’s immoral if you can do other stuff, like crowdsourcing,” one kid said. “Or sue the pharmaceutical company,” said another.
I blurted out, “Crowdsourcing may not raise enough money and a lawsuit might take too long. If the mom doesn’t get the medicine for her daughter—thou shalt not kill.”
“Thou shalt not steal,” Mr. Juno said, looking amused.
“What’s the punishment for stealing versus killing?” I asked sarcastically.
Mr. Juno poked his finger in the air. “You’re talking legalities. Your thesis concerns morality.”
“Laws can’t be immoral? Making me risk getting dusted blunts on the street because I’m not legal age to buy the pure stuff from the dispensary?” A sneer came from the back. Mr. Juno cocked his head, looking confused, so I added, “You know, laced?”
“And too damn expensive!” someone hooted.
I leaned forward. “What’s unethical is a society making meds inaccessible. Parents are morally obligated to do whatever they can to take care of their kids.”
An approving hum at my back.
Mr. Juno grinned and tapped his pen three times on his desk. I sighed in relief and twisted toward Christian to give him the horns, but he was whispering to the kid next to him like he hadn’t been paying attention.
Where the hell was that bell?
My gaze drifted past the rows of eyes glazing over to the clock above the door.
A soft whisper behind me said, “It’s 10:58.”
I tipped my head back and into a waft of sour apple Jolly Ranchers. “Hmm?”
“Um. That’s the time. 10:58.”
I turned around. The girl behind me was sitting up, honey hair tousled around her, eyes down. Her slender fingers nervously curled the top corner of her quiz sheet. Clean, unpolished nails. Slowly, she looked up, and I saw them: the emerald tree boa eyes from the diner.
I scrutinized her expression for sarcasm. None. No meanness. Just a strange kindness. I felt this weird urge to know what she was thinking. And who was she, and where did she come from? And why—holy wow, those eyes—was she being nice to me?
“I like what you said.” She smiled at me, a Doris smile, but different. Perfect white teeth. She pulled a lock of hair across her face and held it under her nose like a glistening honey mustache. “You’re funny.”
For a second, I pictured us feeding each other strawberry-rhubarb cake at our wedding. But then her eyes slid to my mouth, and I winced. She’d seen me acting like a dope at the diner, and now she’d heard Mr. Juno talk to me as if I were mentally impaired. I raked a hand through my hair, wishing I’d washed it this morning, and forced myself to look down. 
Everything was fuzzy. The “A plus” on her quiz. The dog topper eraser on her pencil. The outline of her sleeve over her wrist. Her school-issued Chromebook covered with animal stickers. I tried to focus on the blur of puppies and piglets, but all I could see clearly was her smile, her sweet face—blazing green eyes in a constellation of caramel freckles—like it was burned into my corneas.
How had I never noticed her in class before? Impossible. Not in this universe.
It felt like my heart could beat holes through my t-shirt. My eyes involuntarily crept up. Her baggy UCLA sweatshirt. Great boobs, from what I could tell. The curly gold lettering on her necklace charm, B.e.t.t.e.
I cleared my throat. “Bette?” I said it like Betty.
The corners of her soft pink mouth went up further. She dropped the mustache. “Just Bette. Like, let’s make a bet.”
I think I smiled.
There were five thousand things I wanted to say. Then I blurted out, “Are those contacts?”
And then the damn bell rang.
“Mr. Danielsson. Come see me, please.”
Shit. I looked at the ceiling and sighed. Bette giggled, warming my insides.
Despite my insisting I didn’t need help; Mr. Juno wouldn’t return my phone until I agreed to go to his office and do my paper during lunch sometime this week.
“I know it’s difficult for you, Oscar, but you can do this. There’s nothing wrong with your thinking. In fact, you’re exceptionally—” He paused. “You want to graduate, don’t you? You must write this paper. It can be on anything. You need to get what’s in your head onto the page. Just elaborate on what you said in class today…” 
He kept talking about templates and supports, and I kept thinking about walking Bette to her next class, wondering if it would be weird to wait outside the door to walk her to the one after it.
Finally, he pointed at the bottom shelf of the slide projector cart to show me the accessibility tools at my disposal, an Air Jordan-sized recorder and—I’m supposed to put that jank-ass air traffic controller-looking headset on my head? In public?
What I thought was, I’m good. What I said to cut him off was, “I’ll come in this week. I promise.” Anything to get my phone and get back to Bette.
But by then, someone else was sitting in her chair. A lone strand of honey-blonde hair lay on the desk.






  
  Chapter 4


My buzz was dead and buried by lunch, and there was no way to sneak to the woods—kids on detention probation like me couldn’t leave campus during the day. So, I made my way to the cafeteria to see if Christian had any leftovers I could nab. 
Just before the double-doors, I noticed Bette walking ahead of me. Not walking, meandering. Like she was trying not to get there. My heart jumped into my throat.
She was tall for a girl, my height, and thin. In a sea of butt-amplifying leggings and butt-flattening mom jeans, she stood out in ass-perfecting army-green cargos. How she wasn’t sweating to death in her long-sleeved sweatshirt was beyond me. So was the fact that I’d never seen her at school before today. Our school was huge, but—now I was seeing her all the time?
She clipped up a messy bundle of hair as she sat down in a wall nook away from the rest of the tables. I had to crane my neck to see what she took out of her backpack: an apple and… a comic book. The Spirit?
I stood there, wanting to talk to her to find out what was behind those green eyes, trying to think of something to say that wasn’t totally random. Hey, I noticed your animal stickers. Do you watch that wilderness YouTuber, Coyote Peterson? 
My legs wouldn’t move. Just because she was nice once didn’t guarantee she’d be nice again. Plus, being nice didn’t mean she liked me. And anyway, why would she?
Though… she did say I was funny. 
She bit into her apple, and another depressing reality sank in—I’m eighteen years old and she fucking had to tell me what time it was.
My legs took me in the opposite direction. Like they knew something I didn’t.
I was examining the cracks in the floor tiles when someone pinched my ass. I jerked my head around and saw a girl with a brown ponytail darting away like a tadpole toward the loud table. No clue what her name was, but she’d done it before. I expected to see the kids at the table laughing, but they just scribbled on poster boards.
I recognized two of the girls, Micah and Mary Beth. Or was it Mila and Mary Pat? Whatever, both were cute. The shorter one had on an NYU shirt. The taller one wore a Miami University t-shirt with matching red socks. Right, it was college declaration day. Christian had pointed this Miami girl out to me sophomore year. All APs, he’d said. Also gives exquisite head.
“Hey, Oscar,” she called out when she caught me staring. As she walked my way, I checked if another Oscar was standing behind me. “I’m having a party for the seniors on Friday. We’re boycotting prom because of the new dress code. If you want to come.”
My stomach fluttered
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