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			I stand in front of my bedroom mirror and hold up two bandanas. One, the usual military camouflage; the other, a polka-dot red-and-white. Both go well with my favorite Karate Kid shirt. All I need to do is make a choice.

			But this isn’t just a choice between two bandanas.

			There are only two days of school that matter to me: the first day and every other day. But this is not just any first day. It’s the first day of high school. First day to make new friends, go out there and try new things. First day as a man. First day of the rest of my life. And I get to kick it all off at Hawkins High.

			Which is why I’ve been stuck here for the last twenty minutes, thinking in front of the mirror. Do I really want to show up looking the same as I have every day since middle school? If I go to my first day of high school dressed like my old self, I’ll just be reminding everyone that I’m still that nerdy kid from AV Club.

			And more importantly, every old shirt transports me to some time or place in the last two years when I was scared. Every pair of jeans is a time capsule of the way my friends and I struggled to survive, every pair of shoes a reminder of our summer of fighting to save our families, our teachers, our town.

			Today is my first shot at a normal life in Hawkins. No monsters, no missing kids, no Russian spies. The last thing I want is to begin this phase of my life by wearing memories I’d rather forget.

			I toss both bandanas in the laundry basket. I take off my Karate Kid shirt and throw it on top of my bandanas.

			“Breakfast, Lucas!” calls Mom from downstairs.

			“Coming!” I scream back.

			After rummaging through my closet, I decide on a safer choice: a plain T-shirt devoid of characters, which is just perfect because it says absolutely nothing about me. Plain pants, too. Fresh start, fresh Lucas.

			For a moment, I wonder if I should do anything about my hair. But it’s too late to start anything now. I did want to do something before, but everything I found in the magazines was all about curls, curls, curls. Even when they mention hair that looks like mine, it’s all about Jheri curls. And I know Dad will go absolutely bonkers if I turn up at the house wearing an eight-dollar Jheri curl treatment. I’ll have to be cool some other way. Maybe I’ll grab me some of those acid-wash jeans or Jams shorts everyone seems to be wearing these days. After all, one of my rules for surviving this year is to get out of my comfort zone.

			I keep my corduroy jacket on, though, because the weather’s starting to get fall cool. My choice of shoes is the one stylish decision I make: the Vans Old Skools Max got me for my birthday. Never worn them before. Too Jeff Spicoli. Maybe today’s a good day to be more Jeff Spicoli.

			On my way out the door, I stuff everything else I need in my bag, making sure not to forget my trusty pocket-size notebook. My hand reaches reflexively for my Wrist-Rocket before I realize what I’m doing. My arm hangs in the air, conflicted. Fourteen whole years, and I’ve never gone out without my Wrist-Rocket, ever. But today is different. Today is the day I put everything from last summer and beyond behind me. Today is the day I start living in the real world.

			The Wrist-Rocket joins the bandanas and shirt in the basket.
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			Downstairs, breakfast is as usual. Dad’s behind the paper, Erica’s pouring too much syrup, and Mom’s teasing her for it. Eggs, bacon, and coffee are the prevalent smells. They occupy much of the table. There’s ham, yogurt, and some Toaster Strudels to go with them.

			One thing is different, though. Uncle Jack, Dad’s brother from Philly, has started his Labor Day visit earlier this year. He sits at the table this morning. Uncle Jack rarely makes breakfast, often preferring to sleep in, but the few times he does, his presence always makes the table seem off balance. Not just because he’s the tallest person there—taller than Dad, even—but because it’s a four-person table, and we’ve only ever had four chairs. His presence means more plates, cutlery, and food than usual. It also means Erica’s shunted aside, and Uncle Jack’s rogue armchair now occupies a good chunk of that side of the table.

			The nature of the table changes when Uncle Jack’s here, too. On a regular day, it’s mostly Mom asking us about any plans with our friends, with Dad looking up from his paper to chime in when he needs to. Sometimes Erica gets on one, and when I have time for her, I respond. But otherwise, the table is mostly a comfortable kind of quiet.

			Except when Uncle Jack comes around, he always has something to say.

			“Ooh, first-day outfit!” Mom says, the first to see me come down the stairs. She claps her hands. “Let me go get my camera.”

			“Mom, really?!” I sling my bag over the chair, pluck a piece of bacon, and slip it in my mouth. I don’t hate it when Mom takes photos. I love it, in fact. But I can’t tell her that because then she’ll never stop.

			“Looking good, son,” says Uncle Jack. Dad lowers the paper, peers over it, and harrumphs. He doesn’t like it when Uncle Jack calls me son. He says nothing about my clothes, either, which usually means he approves.

			“Looking good?” says Erica. “Seems to me like someone’s overcompensating on their first day.” She leans over. “Where’s your bandana? Or your Wrist-Rocket?”

			“Don’t be an—” I look at Dad to see if his view is obstructed by the paper before I mouth the word: Asshole.

			“Language, son,” Dad says from behind the paper.

			I make a face at Erica. She makes one back.

			“Maybe you think you’re like Clark Kent with his glasses,” she says. “But even without that bandana, everyone will still know you’re a loser.”

			“Oh, shut up. What do you know about Clark Kent?” I pack some eggs, ham, and Strudels onto my plate, then pour some orange juice into a glass.

			“Oh, what, you think I have to be like your nerdy ass to know about superheroes?”

			“Language, Erica,” says Dad.

			Uncle Jack chuckles. “Look at your filthy mouths. You two spend too much time watching movies.”

			Mom returns with the camera, but puts it aside while we dig into breakfast. I wolf down as much as my mixed feelings about first day will allow. Uncle Jack has come down with his portable transistor radio, which is playing softly in the background. It’s tuned to Hawkins FM. Sometimes we get stations from Philly, especially if we go outside, sit on the deck, and plug in to the long-range aerial antenna outside.

			“I’ve been thinking, Uncle Jack,” I say. “What happened to the people who didn’t die in that bombing you were telling me about?”

			“Hmm?” Uncle Jack swallows his coffee.

			“Those broadcasts we heard when we managed to get the Philly station a few weeks ago? About some people at Osage Avenue who called themselves MOVE? They were bombed by the Philadelphia Police Department for being too loud or something.”

			At the head of the table, Dad lowers his paper. Not quickly, like when he wants to say something, but slowly, like when he wants to listen.

			“Ah, that,” says Uncle Jack. “Government still denies it, you know? Sixty-one row houses, right in the middle of the city. Sixty-one! And just like that—poof! All for what? Because Black folks loving ourselves is too loud for them.” He shakes his head pitifully. “Half those MOVE kids are now out on the streets, homeless. Imagine if it was some white folks. First, it’d never have happened; second, if it did, we’d be in a war right now. And I’m sure they’d never leave their own stranded in the streets.”

			“That’s enough, Jack,” says Dad in his commanding voice, the one Mom says he learned in Vietnam.

			Dad does not pretend to like Uncle Jack. They’re brothers, but they didn’t grow up together and only rediscovered each other later in life. Dad calls him a rabble-rouser, and puts on his fake Hoosier accent when he says it, so you know he’s serious even when he says it jokingly. Whenever Uncle Jack visits, Dad makes sure to complain to Mom whenever he can (“How do I get this man to take that damn tobacco stink and those damn sunflower seeds out of my house?”). He thinks Uncle Jack eats too much for an unemployed person and tries to shuffle him away as soon as he can. Granted, Uncle Jack doesn’t have a job job—he’s some sort of unofficial community leader in Philadelphia—but still. Dad’s a bit much when it comes to Uncle Jack.

			“Kids need to know these things, Charlie,” says Uncle Jack. “Besides, Lucas ’bout to be a man now. You really want him going into the world not knowing his history?”

			“My kids,” says Dad, “will know what I want them to know, when I want them to. And again—I’ve told you, my name is Charles, not Charlie.”

			Uncle Jack holds up his hands. “My bad, Charles.”

			“But, Dad,” I interject. “I do want to know stuff. What if we leave Hawkins someday? We’ll need to be able to fit into the world out there, right?”

			“We’re never leaving Hawkins,” says Erica.

			“Uh, speak for yourself.”

			“I am speaking for myself,” she says. “Why would I want to leave when I can have everything I want right here?” She shakes her head. “Out there is just competition. I’m not built for that. Nope.”

			“Nobody’s going anywhere,” Dad says, then flicks the paper and resumes reading.

			It’s days like this I remember Dad doesn’t love change. Which is why he hates it when Uncle Jack punctures the Hawkins bubble for me and Erica. Dad’s completely at peace with me spending a lifetime in Mike’s basement playing D&D or video games or watching movies all day, and with Erica chilling in her room with He-Man figures and Barbie dolls. God forbid we even consider life beyond Hawkins. Or worse, talk about it at breakfast.

			If only he knew about all the monsters we’ve hunted or how many times we’ve been shot at by government agents—Uncle Jack’s stories would be the least of his worries. Uncle Jack only tells us the real stuff about the world out there, the stuff we’d never come in contact with if all we did was cocoon in this bizarro town. Like these MOVE folks, for instance. I learned a few things in middle school history about slave revolts and all the Martin Luther King stuff, but I’ve never heard about anything like this. Not in 1985 and so close to home, in the same city where my uncle lives.

			It hit me different.

			I’ve been thinking about these MOVE people ever since, thinking about myself…how it could’ve been us. Sixty-one houses just for the color of someone’s skin? Insane. For all the media reports that have been branding this town cursed all summer—and for all the truth in that—no such thing could happen in Hawkins. Or so I think.

			“Jack,” says Mom, patting his hand across the table. “Let it go.”

			Uncle Jack shrugs. “Your loss.” To me, he says: “Sorry, kid. Maybe you can get that info somewhere else.”

			After breakfast, Mom takes a few photos of me in the yard, right in the same spot we took my Snow Ball photos last year. I’m still excited for first day of high school, but not as pumped as back then, and Erica doesn’t help by snickering the whole time. Afterward, we wait for Mom to pull the car out and drop us off. Uncle Jack comes by while we wait, draping an arm over my shoulder.

			“Got any plans for today?”

			I shrug. “Make new friends? Survive the first day? Have fun?”

			“Good choices,” says Uncle Jack, then leans in and whispers, “Best think ’bout hanging out with kids like yourself, though. Make up for what you missing at home.”
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			Mom drops Erica off at the middle school first, then me next. The ride feels like it takes forever, but soon, the familiar parking lot of Hawkins High School comes into view. I’ve never really thought about how flat it looks, compared with the middle school, which is shaped like a massive barn. This also means everyone can see everything, including freshmen getting dropped off by their parents on the first day.

			I slouch in my seat and hang my head, trying to get below the window level. Mom shoots me a look and I sit back up straight.

			“There’s nothing to be ashamed of, Lucas,” she says. “Plenty of high schoolers get dropped off by their moms. Mrs. Miller from two streets down drops off her daughter. Also, Mrs. Harris down the same corner. Drops off her son and two of his friends. They seem fine with it.”

			“I’m sure they’d rather take the bus.” I look out the window. “At least pull over here, lemme meet up with Dustin and Mike before I walk in. You want me to go in alone on my first day of high school?”

			Mom shakes her head but agrees and pulls over. She tries to kiss me on the forehead before I leave. Nope.

			The parking lot teems with people, drowns me in sounds. Unlike middle school, where it was either bus or bike if you weren’t dropped off, now there’s students arriving in their own cars—loud, abrupt, some almost doing wheelies as they park. It’s the most people I’ve seen in one place since that ill-fated Fourth of July carnival. A flashback to that day hits me: the screaming, the sound of shaking trees, the pound of the Spider Monster’s feet, blood—so much blood. So many people gone, so easily.

			I stop in my tracks and shake it off, bring myself back to the present. But even in the present, I’m lost at sea, unsure of where I’m supposed to go next. Then I realize there’s only one set of front doors anyway, and just follow the mill of students heading that way.

			I find Dustin just where I’d predicted—at the bike rack on the veranda. It takes a while for me to recognize him at first, because, while I thought I’d had a whole makeover, Dustin had a whole makeover. Now he’s peering into the mirror of his bike and adjusting his hair.

			“What the hell is that?”

			Dustin’s hair, which was already big, is now even bigger. Maybe because he isn’t wearing a hat to cover his curls this time. Without it, what he’s done to his hair is very clear. He’s blown up everything, trying to go for a mullet. It looks like a bad perm.

			“Good hair,” Dustin says. “The kind that gets you noticed for all the right reasons.”

			“Lemme guess. You’re taking advice from Steve Harrington again.”

			“Who says it’s Steve?” Dustin pats at the hair, as if that’ll make it shorter or less curly. “And so what if it’s him?”

			“That’ll explain why you look like a discount Jennifer Beals.”

			“Hey! I did everything like before. Wash and condition with Fabergé Organics and—”

			“Four puffs of Farrah Fawcett hair spray, yes, you have explained this multiple times. It didn’t work out for you at the Snow Ball, and ten bucks says it’s not going to work out for you now.” I shake my head. “Man, you’re seriously tripping. How can you not see that you’re missing the most vital ingredient?”

			“Which is?”

			“You have to be born with the right hair in the first place, Dustin!”

			Dustin scoffs. “Bullshit. Anyone can get good hair, born with it or not. I just need more time.”

			“Yeah, maybe your definition of good hair is the problem, man.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Never mind,” I say.

			“Well, you’ve made some changes too,” he says, pointing to my bandana-less head. “Face it. We both know high school is brutal, and we’re both trying to make sure we start on the right foot.”

			“Fair,” I say. “I’m just trying out a few changes, though, not a whole makeover.”

			“A few indeed,” says Dustin. “This is as close to a makeover as you get, Lucas.” He leans forward and pats at his hair again. “Maybe it’ll work out this time and girls won’t sneer at us.” He stops. “Not like we’re looking for girlfriends, of course. I’ve got Suzie, Mike’s got El, you’ve got Max.”

			As soon as Dustin says her name, I realize I never spoke to Max about hanging out on the first day. It’s been a while since we talked, anyway. One more part of my life that needs fixing.

			“Yeah, right, that,” I say. “Not sure Max and I are in the same lovey-dovey place you guys are, though. It’s been weird with us since Starcourt. She’s been weird.”

			Weird is an understatement, really. The summer of the Flayed did a number on the whole party, even on the whole town. We’re all still crawling our way back to normal. Not Max.

			“Well, that sucks,” says Dustin. “I wish I could say I can relate, but I can’t.” He pauses for dramatic effect. “Because, you know, I’ve got—”

			“A genius girlfriend, yes, Dustin, we know.”

			Nancy drops Mike off. She waves to us from afar before shuffling off to rendezvous with her partner at the school paper, some guy named Fred Benson. Dustin and I wave back. Like most of us, Nancy’s been MIA since Starcourt, everyone dealing with the tragedy in their own way. Mike says she’s buried herself in college applications and is making plans for her impending long-distance relationship with Jonathan. Mike also says she’s been irritable, but none of us wants to tell him that he’s the irritable one.

			Mike already wears his ready-made scowl as he comes toward us. Unlike us, and expectedly, he has made no changes to his appearance. Not even to his general moping, which began from the second we learned that Will and El will not be joining us for the school year because the Byerses are moving permanently to California. El’s going with them. Right after the Starcourt debacle, they left with Dr. Owens to go make arrangements for their new living situation. We haven’t seen or heard anything about them for a while—for safety reasons or whatever. That and the general gloom of the mall disaster has turned Mike into the worst person to be around.

			“Hey,” Mike says.

			“Really?” says Dustin. “Hey? On today of all days?”

			“Not in the mood, Dustin.”

			“You know they’re still going to return and pack up the house, right?” says Dustin. “You’re still going to see her. At least try to exist as a human being before then?”

			“Yeah, whatever.” Mike turns to me. “Want to go to school or what?”

			I shrug.

			“Cool,” says Mike. “See you at homeroom or something.” He goes through the doors.

			“Happy first day of high school to you, too, Mike,” Dustin calls after him. “What an asshole.” He leans forward, taps some more at his hair, then gives up. “Fine, fine. I guess this will have to do.”
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			High school is off to a rocky start.

			I assumed that I’d be in the same homeroom with Dustin and Mike, and probably Max. And since we have pretty much the same interests, we could all select the same classes and end up spending all our school days together.

			Wrong.

			Every face looks new to me, even though I know a bunch of these kids from middle school. But in here, they don’t look the same. They are dressed different, act different, speak different. Studded jackets, hoop earrings, screaming makeup, Argyle sweaters, Gap hoodies, Guess jeans. There’s even one guy in a Champion turtleneck.

			Worse, they all pretend like we’re complete strangers. I don’t go up to anyone just yet, but their body language says it all. Those who’re dressed alike quickly find themselves in groups, a binding energy wrapped around them. Their glances scream to everyone outside of that group to stay away at all costs. It’s like they have all been infected by some kind of parasite that makes them assholes. I can’t help but remember the Mind Flayer, and for a moment, think of high school like it’s some kind of mind flayer itself. How it’s making everyone suddenly become something they aren’t.

			I sit at the back of homeroom with my thoughts, close to the door so I can leave quickly. Our homeroom teacher, a tall man with a mustache who introduces himself as Mr. Lansdale, talks on and on about the day’s agenda and some spiel about how to take notes in orientation and classes. Little of this is new to us former Hawkins middle schoolers with older siblings (or friends with older siblings), so only a few people seem to be paying attention—I figure these are the new students. My gaze goes around the class, trying to determine who is who. But I note how not a single one of these fellow former Hawkins middle schoolers will even look me in the eye, or acknowledge that we once shared space in the same building. It’s like I don’t exist, like I’m in some kind of upside-down version of life before high school.

			It takes me a while to notice I’m the only Black person in the room.

			I can’t remember the exact moment I started unconsciously counting how many Black people were in a place when I went out. Sure, places like Uncle Jack’s Philadelphia or New York or Mom’s hometown in Virginia have tons of Black people in one place at a time. Not Hawkins, though I didn’t really notice that until after the MOVE thing. I even began to wonder how many places with many Black people have been bombed before—I know Uncle Jack said that was why their headquarters were targeted. Thankfully, there’s never more than four Black people in a room at the same time in Hawkins (and four only happens when it’s all the same family). Chances of being bombed—slim to none.

			Afterward, Mr. Lansdale takes us into the hallway to show us our lockers and how to use them. As I fumble with my locker, I spot Max in a group with another homeroom teacher who’s showing them how to set up their combinations. I wave at her. She meets my eye, lifts the corner of her lip in a half smile, but doesn’t wave back.

			Okay, I was not completely honest with Dustin. Max and I are in a very not-great place, and it seems like it may be getting worse. She’s been spending a bunch of time alone since El left, which I understand. But she’s also been canceling on me a lot lately. Even the few times we’ve hung out, it always felt like she was physically there but mentally elsewhere. And the challenge is that I can’t tell if this is about Billy’s death or about her mom or her stepdad (or her mom and stepdad). She doesn’t talk about any of that much, and changes the subject when I ask.

			I wonder if maybe she’s tired of having me around. Maybe I’m not cool enough for her or something. Maybe she’s trying to change in high school too. Whatever is going on with her, I at least have a right to know.

			I store her locker number in my memory and plan to leave a note for her later.

			Next, Mr. Lansdale shepherds us to the orientation assembly. This one is in the massive auditorium, and I’m happy that I finally get to sit with Mike and Dustin. But, nope. We are required to sit with our class groups. I spot Dustin in his Weird Al shirt all the way up in the front. He’s getting harangued by students from his group for his over-the-top hair. Some boys are reaching over to pull at it, while the girls giggle. Mike hangs his head next to Dustin, helpless, while their homeroom teacher tries to regain order. The sight makes my heart beat faster, and I clench my wrists. I feel guilty that a part of me, somewhere inside, is glad I didn’t end up in their homeroom after all.

			I settle in with the kids from my class, trying for an end-row seat so I can leave early and catch up with the boys after. But of course, the end-row seats are occupied. Seems I’m not the only one trying to run out of here as soon as I can. I’m sandwiched between a bunch of kids I don’t know.

			Might as well make new friends. That’s part of my plan anyway, isn’t it? Especially since the next two hours seem like they will be super boring anyway. I can already tell because the vice principal is flipping through a thick binder and calling us to attention at the podium.

			“Hi,” I say to the boy seated next to me, extending my hand. “I’m Lucas.”

			The boy, dressed in a Lacoste knit sweater I could’ve sworn was handmade, looks me up and down. Actually looks me up and down! Then he shakes his head. No thanks. Without another word, he turns back to face the podium.

			I clench my fists harder to prevent my hands from shaking.

			I’ve never been the shy type. Not in the usual way, at least. And maybe I’m not good at talking to girls or being the coolest guy, but I’ve always found that when it comes down to it, I can hold my own. But so much has changed over this past summer and early fall. Between all those people dying, our party abruptly breaking up, feeling Max start to slip away—I’ve not been feeling as confident in myself as I used to. I was hoping that high school would help change that. Apparently not.

			I spend the next double period preventing my neck from turning my head in the boy’s direction again. Principal Higgins starts out with some forgettable spiel that I vaguely remember contains staff introductions (I don’t remember a single teacher’s name), attendance rules, dress codes, all that stuff. When he gives the speech on anti-bullying, there’s a funny moment when another teacher mimes what we shouldn’t do by shouting mean jokes at an empty chair and grabbing it like it’s a person. That’s hilarious. Everything else—pretty drab.

			Afterward, we each get a folder containing our schedules, student IDs, and the cafeteria menus. We’re also made to wear little name tags.

			“For the next period, you’ll be meeting your one-to-one peer mentors,” Mr. Lansdale says as we disperse after. “Make sure you’re at the designated location on your timetable in the next few minutes.”

			I finally reconvene with Mike and Dustin, who are poring over their own timetables.

			“Well, about time,” says Dustin. “What the hell is all this about having us in separate homerooms?”

			“Can we talk to someone about it?” I ask. “Should be easy to fix, right?”

			“Does it matter?” asks Mike, though he sounds less mopey now. High school’s already working its magic on him. “We’ll just sign up for the same stuff anyway and spend the rest of the day together.”

			I tilt my head. Fair point.

			“Who’d you get for peer mentor?” asks Dustin. “I got someone named Cason Walker. God, I hope he’s not a loser.”

			“Gunner Lane,” says Mike, reading his schedule. “Sounds cool. Maybe he even rides a Harley.”

			“Pfft,” says Dustin. “As if anyone in this town could be that cool.”

			I look at mine and find a surprising name: Jermaine Demario.

			“Interesting,” I say aloud. The warning bell for next period rings.

			“We better get to it,” says Dustin. “Meet up in the cafeteria to pick classes and extracurriculars together?”

			“Yup,” I say, but my mind is elsewhere, steps ahead of me and already at the English room where I’ll be meeting my peer mentor.
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