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    To every kid who's ever had a rough day—may you find your Rusty.And to my younger self, for surviving the storms and holding on—you made it here.
 
Christie Mathew

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 

[image: ]


THE WORST DAY YET

Ethan stared at the red mark at the top of his math test. A giant D spread across the paper like a wound, jagged and glaring. His stomach twisted as he shoved it into his backpack, praying no one else would notice.

Too late.

“Did you bomb it again, Slow Ethan?” Kyle’s voice hissed from the next desk, sharp and merciless. Ethan’s heart sank. Kyle leaned back in his chair, smirking, and the others snickered along with him. One of them even made a fake explosion sound with his mouth, and Ethan’s ears burned as though the sound had burned into his skull.

Ethan’s hands were clammy. He wanted to disappear, melt into the floor, vanish somehow. He’d tried so hard this week, memorizing formulas, doing extra practice problems, even staying up late to review notes. And yet here it was—proof that he was failing.

The teacher’s voice carried over the classroom, a faint reprimand. “Quiet back there.” But she didn’t look up from her stack of papers, and the boys didn’t stop. Ethan felt small, invisible, and humiliated all at once.

When the final bell rang, signaling the end of class, relief washed over him in tiny, shaky waves. But he knew it wouldn’t last. It never did.

At recess, the situation only got worse. Kyle and his crew had apparently been waiting for him. They cornered him near the basketball hoop, their shadows long across the asphalt.

“Hey, genius,” Kyle said, dribbling the ball with one hand, taunting. “What’s two plus two? Bet you don’t know.”

The others laughed, cruel and loud. One of them gave Ethan a light shove, just enough to make him stumble. His backpack swung against his side, heavy and unforgiving.

“Leave me alone,” Ethan muttered. His voice came out too quiet, too shaky to sound convincing.

Kyle leaned in closer, his grin wider than ever. “Or what? You gonna cry again?”

Ethan bit his lip. He wanted to respond, wanted to say something smart, something clever that would make them stop. But no words came. Not one.

When the bell rang, he nearly ran out of there. Relief, for the first time in hours, warmed him as he walked home, backpack weighing him down like a lead brick. Every step thudded like a drum of shame.

At home, his mom met him at the front door, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Hi, sweetheart! How was your day?”

Ethan didn’t answer. He brushed past her, his sneakers thudding on the stairs. He could feel her eyes on him, gentle and patient. That only made the lump in his throat grow bigger. He hated that they worried. Hated that he couldn’t just... be normal.

Up in his room, he tossed his bag onto the bed and sank down beside it, letting out a long, shaky breath. He pulled out the math test and stared at it again. Big, red, and ugly. Just like every mistake he seemed to make these days.

He remembered the moments in class when the numbers blurred together, when the symbols on the page seemed to dance and twist until nothing made sense. And he remembered Kyle laughing. Always laughing. It was as if the laughter followed him, shadowing him wherever he went.

Downstairs, he could hear his parents talking in low voices. His dad’s calm, steady tone tried to reassure, while his mom’s sighs carried worry.

“...He’s smart. He just needs...”

“...more patience,” his dad finished.

Ethan groaned, pressing the pillow over his head. He hated the pity in their voices. He hated that they were worried about him. He hated that he couldn’t just... be like everyone else.

He flopped onto his bed, staring at the ceiling. The corners of his room felt darker than usual, as if the sunlight couldn’t reach them. Posters of his favorite superheroes hung crookedly on the walls, their smiles now mocking. He felt small, trapped in a world that expected him to succeed, to be confident, to fit in.

And he couldn’t.

He thought about his friends, or lack thereof. There were kids who sat with him at lunch sometimes, but they were quiet, like him. They didn’t speak up in class, didn’t draw attention to themselves. But even that small comfort was fleeting, because Kyle always found a way to ruin it.

Ethan’s eyes wandered to the window. The sky outside was gray, a dull, endless stretch of clouds. He imagined running outside, letting the wind hit his face, the rain soak his hoodie. Maybe if he could escape just for a little while, he wouldn’t feel so heavy, so stuck.

He remembered a dog he’d seen once at the park, a golden retriever that wagged its tail so hard it looked like it might lift off the ground. The dog had bounded toward its owner with uncontainable joy. And for a moment, Ethan wished he could feel that kind of pure, unbothered happiness. A kind of happiness that didn’t come with tests, bullies, or expectations.

He picked up a pencil and tried to work through a few math problems. His mind was blank. He scribbled numbers and letters across the page, erased, scribbled again. Nothing made sense. His pencil snapped in frustration.

Slumping back against the wall, Ethan let out a long sigh. “Why can’t I just get it right?” he whispered to the empty room.

Hours passed slowly. Shadows stretched across the floor as the sun sank lower. Dinner came and went, but Ethan barely touched his food. He poked at his mashed potatoes, thinking about the math test, about Kyle, about how everyone seemed to have someone cheering them on while he barely had himself.

By the time night settled in, Ethan felt exhausted, not just physically, but inside. It was as if every worry, every fear, every ounce of shame had piled on him until he couldn’t breathe.

He crawled into bed, hugging his pillow tightly. Tomorrow would be just another day of school, of tests, of Kyle. Another day of feeling invisible, small, and defeated. He didn’t know it yet, but tomorrow would be different.

Tomorrow, someone else would start worrying about him—someone with four legs, a wagging tail, and the saddest eyes he’d ever seen. Someone who would look at him not with judgment, not with pity, but with pure, unconditional trust.

And maybe, just maybe, that would be enough to make Ethan feel like he mattered.
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EYES IN THE ALLEY

The next afternoon, Ethan walked home slower than usual. His backpack dragged on his shoulder like it wanted to drag him backward, heavier with every step, not just with books but with worry, embarrassment, and that persistent, gnawing feeling of failure. He didn’t want to face his parents, didn’t want to face his homework, didn’t want to face... anything.

He turned down the longer route, weaving through the backstreets to avoid the main road, to avoid the possibility of running into anyone he knew. The alley behind the grocery store stretched ahead like a tunnel of gray bricks. The air smelled of damp cardboard, rotting leaves, and something sour wafting from the dumpsters. It was the kind of smell that made his stomach twist, a mix of unease and curiosity he couldn’t quite name.

He kicked at a can lying on the ground. It skittered across the cracked pavement, bouncing off the wall and clanging against the metal of a dumpster. The noise echoed like a bell in the narrow space. For a moment, Ethan imagined the sound traveling back into his school, back into Kyle’s locker, back into the hum of the day. He wanted to scream, but instead he just kept walking, letting his shoes shuffle over gravel and broken glass.

Then he saw it.

A shape moved in the shadows, low and thin, barely larger than a pile of rags. For a heartbeat, Ethan thought it was garbage
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