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            Nate

          

        

      

    

    
      The past week has been a complete and utter clown fiesta, and not the cute clowns of kids’ birthday parties, or the badass rodeo clowns who can take a beating. No, I’m talking the scary-ass nightmare clowns, the kind who make you sleep with a night light and leave you with mental scars.

      It all started last Thursday when my oldest sister Nora was sentenced to half a year of jail time. Normally this would be a “man, that sucks” situation, but here’s the thing—Nora is one of my guardians. It’s her third D.W.I. in eighteen months, and let’s face it, she’s lucky she didn’t kill anybody. Luckily for me, my sister Stella is also one of my guardians, so I won’t have to go back into foster care or that shitty group home they got me out of. Or so I thought.

      Enter the clowns with razor teeth and bloodied claws.

      The envelope I found in our emptied-out apartment on Friday after school sums up how much my life sucks. Stella’s handwritten “it’s not you, it’s me” note and a thousand in cash does little to make up for being abandoned.

      Looking at Hank’s blotchy face, him shaking his head at me, I’m beginning to realize another layer to the shit show that has become my life over the past several days. I was supposed to start this semesters’ work-study job today at Hank’s appliance repair shop, Second Life. The scowl on his face is telling me more clearly than words that won’t be happening.

      “Look, kid, I can’t help you,” Hank grunts. “Your sister took off with that asshole Richardson, and I don’t owe you shit!”

      “But you signed the paper.” I bring out the form from the high school he filled out over a month ago and point to his signature. “See right here? What’s my work placement have to do with Stella running off to Reno?”

      “The only reason I agreed to it was I’d hoped your sister would be grateful. I pay to see her titties at the Star Lounge all the time—you’d think she’d show some appreciation to a patron who helps out her kid brother,” he says with an unattractive leer.

      I fist my left hand at my side. “I need this for school credit, or I won’t be eligible to play ball,” I grind out. If I can’t play, I can kiss my dream of a basketball scholarship goodbye. According to my counselor, she’s already doing me a solid, because colleges don’t really like looking at work-study credits on transcripts.

      “Not my problem. You’d better be getting off to school—wouldn’t want to have to call the police on your trashy ass for ditching.” He smirks at me over his shoulder as he turns to leave.

      I throw him the finger and shuffle off from his workshop. I have no idea what I’m going to do. I want to talk to Nora, but I’m not sure how much the bus fare to county lockup is, and I don’t want to use the money Stella left me, especially when I no longer have the low-wage crap job I was promised. I start biking to school, my problems adding unnecessary weight to my shoulders. It’s the last week of August, and already the midmorning sun is baking me into my T-shirt and jeans. I want to rage at all the bullshit I’ve been dealt over the past few days, but really, I was given a fucktastic hand at birth. Nora and Stella are just dealing with our family dysfunction in their own destructive ways. I guess I shouldn’t take it all too personally.

      Right?

      By the time I make it to Walsh High School, there are only fifteen minutes left in second period. I try not to draw too much attention to myself, not easy to do at 6’4, but I’ve learned through the years that if you walk with purpose, people usually mind their own business. I head over to the shelter of the trees near the gym, to the right of the sign heralding the Gershon P. Walsh Warriors.

      Honestly, that’s one of the crazy things I had to get used to when I moved to Grady Springs with my sisters a couple of years ago. All the schools here are named after founding citizens. Okay, maybe it’s not that weird. But for a boy who only ever went to very uninspiring sounding schools, like an intercity school called Lakeview, where there were no lakes or views to be had, it’s weird. To a kid like me, with no roots and a history that’s better left forgotten, this kind of shout-out to the past feels... awkward.

      I just start to drift off into a five-minute power nap when my foot is lightly kicked. Already tense, I do my best not to jump up and attack whoever’s such a dumbass as to interrupt my siesta. Good thing, too, as it’s the assistant basketball coach Luke Johnson.

      Coach Johnson is a good-looking guy in his thirties. I think? He’s always been kind to me, and at one time, I even thought I should introduce him to one or both of my sisters and see if anything came out of it. Now, I’m glad I didn’t. I wouldn’t want my sisters’ poor choices affecting my relationship with Coach.

      “Shouldn’t you be in second period, Palmer?” Coach asks in his usual gruff voice. It probably sounds like that because he always has to scream at teenage fools like me.

      “Nope, I have work-study first and second period,” I say as I squint up at him before jumping up to my feet.

      “Let me get this straight. Your work-study involves sitting in the shade for two hours every morning?”

      Now here’s the thing—I can either chose to be honest about my non-existent work-study placement, or I can pretend all is copacetic. “So, yeah—,” I shift my feet, “—the guy who hired me for work-study let me go this morning. Something about a conflict of interests.” Okay, that’s as close to the truth as I can get without mentioning Stella. “I’m going to have to look for something new to fulfill these credits because I’ve missed the deadline to drop.” I look Coach Johnson in the eyes, so he takes the answers I’m giving him without prying further.

      “Well, this isn’t going to cut it.” Coach gets a contemplative look before continuing, “Be here at four this afternoon, showered and presentable. I can’t make any promises, but I may know someone who can help you out.” He gives me an assessing stare. “He owns and operates an automotive shop, repairs, tires, that sort of thing. Would that work?”

      My heart is galloping at the thought of my fortune changing. “Yes, sir!” I agree, nodding. “I had auto shop freshman year as an elective, so that’d be awesome.” I can’t keep the smile off my face; maybe things will finally be turning around for me.

      “Do you have a form or something?” Coach asks, as I’m already digging into my backpack for the document Hank the asshat signed. “I’ll get a new one of these, and we’ll meet up at my office at four,” Coach Johnson says as I hand over the form. “You’d better be heading to third period. The first bell is about to ring. Oh, and Palmer, next time there’s a problem, feel free to come to me. If I’m able, I’ll try to help.” He gives me a gruff nod as he walks off towards his office.

      If Coach Johnson can pull this off, damn, I don’t want to jinx this. I take a deep breath and start heading to the Social Sciences hall. Third period is Government with Ms. Pavlovic, a required course for seniors. The first passing bell is ringing as I’m swallowed by the student body of Walsh High, dutifully passing to their next period. As I get to room 204, I’m praying my luck is about to change. I’m so caught up in my thoughts, my size fourteens narrowly miss tripping over a bag in the aisle.

      I hear a barely audible, “Sorry.” I turn to size up the person who’s busy picking up the offending bag. All I see is a waterfall of medium brown hair, but I can’t make out who the hair belongs to, and since I’m holding up the aisle, I start walking, now unencumbered, toward my seat in the back.

      I slide into my seat next to Eric Trumbly. He’s on the varsity basketball team with me, but he’s second string, also riding the pines for our varsity football team. He gives me the typical bro nod as I settle in.

      “Dude, you’ve gotta come out this Friday to the creek after the game. It’s gonna be epic.” Eric wiggles his eyebrows, chortling.

      “Yeah, I’ll probably be there,” I say as I shake my head, indicating a negative.

      See, here’s the thing. Excluding my current circumstances of knowing fuck-all as to what direction my life is going, I’m simply done with this boring-ass high school party scene. It wasn’t ever really my thing. I don’t drink often, and never during basketball season. I don’t partake in party favors, which leaves me with hooking up, and that’s become stale. I focus my attention on the front of the classroom and the owner of the booby trap backpack. I can’t really make out who she is, I mean, this isn’t that big of a school, and here we are sharing a class, so I have to know her.

      As Ms. Pavlovic starts her spiel about the history of our federal system, I catch the owner of the menace backpack’s profile. She’s pretty, in that girl-next-door sorta way, but still have no clue who she is, and that sort of bothers me. Is she new? I imagine that’d suck, being the “new kid” your senior year. I’ve been the new kid, what, five—no, six times. Man, that was tiring, trying to find new friends, and keeping the target off my back for being “in the system.”

      Taking a deep breath, I crack my neck and focus on taking notes. I can deal with the new girl later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Pen

          

        

      

    

    
      Today is not my day. I overslept, which meant my fifteen-minute morning routine turned into a four-minute one. I’m lucky I shower at night; otherwise, I’d definitely have been late this morning. I drove my jeep today, so that also bought me time. I really hate driving, and don’t even get me started on parking. My anxiety translates to my preferring to bike to school. Or preferring to bike anywhere. My driving instructor had assured me my uneasiness behind the wheel would get better the more I drove, but no, it hasn’t. The irony is my dad used to be a stunt driver in Hollywood—the faster and riskier, the better for the final cut. Me, I drive like a grandmother on her way to church, transporting open dishes of whatever is being served at the potluck. Slow, nice and easy.

      Getting through the first two periods without incident, I was under the incorrect assumption my luck today had changed. I made it to room 204 as the classroom was slowly starting to fill and took my seat at my desk. But my run of bad luck wasn’t done quite yet, as I forget to pick my bag out of the aisle, causing the “star” of our basketball team to almost trip on his face.

      Thanks, universe.

      I offer a muted sorry, but he doesn’t say anything, and I simply busy myself with getting my bag under control and out of everyone’s way, my face heating in embarrassment from the unwanted attention.

      I settle into note-taking mode when I’m tapped from behind. Turning, my mint tin is tossed back to me; I guess it fell out of my bag when it was being trampled on. Opening the tin, I pop one of the hard candies in my mouth, the taste an instant balm to my nerves.

      I take notes the old-fashioned way, with pen and paper. It’s just what works for me. I know myself, and I’d be more tempted to message my friend Syd throughout the period than actually take the notes I need to take to pass this class. This class is lecture-heavy and some assigned reading. Since the class is required for all seniors, the midterm and final are multiple-choice and short answers because they need to keep things simple.

      My hand is beginning to show tell-tale signs of overuse, and my stomach is starting to protest, running on empty. Looking up at the clock on the wall, I see there are only five more minutes, so if I hurry out of class, I should have enough time to finish the granola bar in my bag.

      The bell rings, and I’m moving out the door before it’s even finished. Sitting at the back of the room is for suckers. I cut through the north exit door, then turn right to languages. I move quickly, avoiding the more populated routes to my next class.

      So far this year, I’ve only had to deal with a few catcalls from some members of the football team. But that was enough to remind me not to draw any unnecessary attention to myself.

      I’m almost in the door for my next period when I’m struck in the back of the head by something small. At the chinking sound made by the quarter hitting the ground, my heart sinks.

      “Is that enough deposit for your services this weekend?” asks a male voice somewhere behind me. “If it’s not enough, I’m sure I can scrounge up some more change,” he says louder to be heard over his friends snickering.

      A small part of me wants to turn around and see who it is, but what would be the point?

      No. I just need to get to Mrs. Hall’s lit class and eat my granola bar.

      I do what I’ve been doing for the past two and a half years. I ignore them and hurry to class.

      When I signed up for this class, I thought it’d be fun. I mean, who doesn’t like to read? What I hadn’t considered, and I should’ve been warned about, was how seriously Mrs. Hall takes literary interpretation. She asks for opinions but doesn’t want any that disagree with hers. A couple of people have already made that critical error. I dread the day she calls on me for my thoughts on the assigned reading.

      My stomach growls not long after eating the granola bar, clearly letting me know it needs more food. I almost laugh when the girl next to me shushes me. As if I have control of my stomach making noises.

      And with thought, it lets out a loud gurgle, earning me another glare.

      Now I’m going to have to brave the student union to pick up something to eat. Normally, I bring my lunch with me, but today being not a good day, I didn’t get my bag packed. I’ll just grab a sandwich from the deli—counter, there’s no need for a hot lunch when I’ll be having one tonight with Dad.

      I hope the guys from hall earlier don’t feel like having sandwiches today. Not feeling up to a repeat performance.

      I shouldn’t have to sneak around campus to stay safe and sane, but unfortunately, this is my reality at Walsh High. But it wasn’t always this way. I remember my freshman year spending all my time between classes at the arena and lunch in the union. But that was all BC—Before Carina.

      The first few months AC—you guessed it, After Carina—it bothered me having to avoid all my favorite haunts. Like I’d let one person determine the trajectory and overall outcome of my high school experience.

      But it wasn’t just one person.

      Had I only had to deal with Carina, then sure, I could’ve pulled up my big-girl panties and dealt with it. But no, she poisoned the well so thoroughly that my children’s children will no doubt be tainted.

      I find a good stopping point in my reading, just as the bell indicating the end of class and the beginning of lunch starts ringing. I pull out my phone and my notes app and type, Colonel Cathcart. Just a little reminder in case Mrs. Hall calls on me tomorrow.

      I check my bag to make sure my debit card is actually in my wallet, because with the day I’ve been having, it could very well be at home. The direct route to the union from the languages hall is through the arena. But since I avoid that area like the plague, I walk the longer route behind the library and art building.

      The deli area is pretty empty, probably because it’s taco Tuesday. So original. While the empty tables do look inviting, I don’t want to chance it. Not with the day I’ve been having.

      I grab a sandwich and a bottle of water and head to the cashier. Card secure in my wallet, and sandwich and water in hand, I turn to leave as a giant hand waves in my face. Startled, I look up, and up, into the very blue eyes of Nate Palmer, basketball star extraordinaire and the person I almost took out with my backpack this morning.

      As he pushes his dark brown hair out of his eyes, I’m struck dumb by the unfairness of such dark full lashes belonging to a boy. So freaking unfair!

      “Hey.” He nods in a pleased fashion. “I thought I’d introduce myself. I’m Nathan Palmer, but everyone calls me Nate. I’m the guy you tried to take out in third period government.” His Adam’s apple is bobbing. “You know, with your backpack,” he says while gesturing at my shoulder.

      I stare at him in dumbfounded shock. We’ve never spoken to one another, even though he’s been attending Walsh since sophomore year, and we only had one—or now two classes together this whole time. Why is he introducing himself to me? This is so bizarre.

      He swallows and says, “You being new and all, I thought you could use...”  What the—He thinks I’m a new student?

      Really?

      Fist clenching around the bottle of water, I interrupt him before he can spout more. I give him a bit of a shove out my space. How’d he get so close? “My name is Pen Brooks,” I grit out, and at this close-up, I notice he has a light dusting of freckles across the bridge of his nose that stand in contrast to his golden tan. “And you—” I point my finger at him, hitting him in the chest. “You’re Nate Palmer, number 22, shooting guard, averaging 20 points a game. Your favorite color is purple, according to an article in The Springs News last June, but I’m not sure that’s true, it could’ve been a weak shout-out to the Lakers.” My hands are shaking so badly I’m afraid I might drop the water I’m holding, my sandwich already crushed from the shoving and finger-pointing. “We had Physics together last year, spring semester with Mr. Vinay. You were partners with Daria Novak. You got an A-, I had a solid B. I am not new,” I pause, catching my breath, “Jackass.”

      I leave like the hounds of hell are on my heels. Skirting the boundaries of campus, I power walk to my “outta the way” lunch location. My eyes continually scanning for potential threats. I mean, this must be someone’s idea of a cruel joke. Right?

      Seeing the safety of my small table under the shade of a giant oak, as I feel the hot tears I’ve been holding in seep from my eyes. Sitting down on the bench and opening the now crushed water bottle in my hand, I take a few gulps of water, but it doesn’t slow my pounding heart.

      Ugh! I swipe at my tears. I wish Syd were here, then I wouldn’t feel so alone, and I’d have someone to help talk me through what I’m feeling.

      What am I feeling?

      Unable to sort through every overwhelming emotion at the moment, I decide to focus on the anger I’m feeling. Anger is simple. I can be angry at him. But for what? For being so unremarkable he doesn’t even remember me from a class we shared last year? Is that even on him? Have I not made a point of being invisible here at Walsh over the last few years?

      I rub my chest, trying to relieve the pinching-like pain there. It doesn’t matter if I’m invisible here at Walsh high school. I try shaking away the cramping in my hand from clenching it so hard.

      It’s ok. I’m going to be fine.

      I am more than this place, and I’ll move on to bigger and better things.

      Someday.

      Someday it won’t matter that I was so very forgettable to a beautiful boy.
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      You know those paintings you have to stare at, and after a while, you see an image within all the chaos. Once you’ve caught the image in your mind, you can’t unsee it. Even just a quick glance at the picture and the image is so glaringly obvious to your eyes you wonder why you’d taken so long to see it the first time. That feeling of finally seeing what was there all along always made me feel good, clever even. My sister Nora could be staring at those pictures for fifteen minutes and never find the hidden image.

      I’m not feeling terribly clever at the moment, as I watch the back of the girl making a hasty retreat from the union.

      Damn, she’s not a new student, and maybe she’s right. I am a jackass. Or, if not a jackass, at the very least, a self-absorbed jock who doesn’t notice the people around him unless they are fawning all over him and his glory. Now that I can see the picture clearly, I vaguely remember a curtain of brown hair at the right corner lab table near the door.

      All I really remember about the class was liking the subject and trying to avoid the advances of Daria. Somehow being my lab partner was the equivalent to a marriage proposal, if the notebook I caught her doodling Daria Palmer in about a hundred times was any indication. I think she even showed up at my apartment at three in the morning last April.

      Booty call? Who the fuck knows? Luckily my sister Stella was there and put a kibosh on whatever Daria’s plans were.

      But—here’s the thing—I can’t unsee this girl, just like I could never unsee the image in the picture. And she must not have any idea how hot that was, her reciting my stats. Instant chub. Ok, maybe that’s not only about my stats. The girl is beautiful, but not in any super obvious way. No, I was right about my initial assessment, she definitely has the whole “girl next door” thing going on, pretty, but approachable.

      Up close, though, another story altogether. Pretty is too pedestrian for her. She’s magnificent. Especially with her hazel eyes heated in anger. She is without a doubt on my radar now, and I fight the urge to give chase.

      My stomach decides to remind me I haven’t eaten anything, so I take a deep calming breath and head towards the line to pick up my food.

      By the time I have my tray loaded with my lunch, most of the guys I usually sit with are already done, but I take a seat at the table anyway. High school is full of stupid rituals, and heaven forbid you change up your routine and sit at a different table. I don’t want to talk, just eat, and I already lost time having my ass handed to me by the not new girl.

      That thought makes me smile as I busy myself shoveling in the seven tacos on my plate.

      “What up, Palmer?” says the guy sitting across from me. Travis Carter. Carter plays ball with me, and we only suit up for basketball. For me, the court is church. Respected, revered, even worshiped. Carter feels much the same as I do. It might be why he’s one of the few guys I feel close to.

      I nod in recognition of his question and continue to eat. These tacos aren’t going to finish themselves, and I don’t know when my next meal will be. Food scarcity hasn’t really been an issue for the last couple of years, not since I was taken from my mother at age eight. Before that, I remember the ache of an empty stomach, being excited for Monday mornings ‘cause that breakfast at school would’ve been the first thing I’d eaten since Friday’s school lunch. Now I’m just a growing boy, a boy who’s going to have to figure something out soon ‘cause the money Stella left won’t last too long at the rate I eat.

      I’m polishing off my fifth taco when someone slides into the unoccupied seat on my right. Rob Denner slaps my back, almost causing taco bits to go down the wrong pipe. Now here’s a jackass! Perhaps I should introduce not new girl to him so she could get a real-world comparison. I know I’m nowhere near as bad as this guy. I glance up at Carter, who raises one eyebrow as if asking, fuck if I know man?

      “There’s a party this Friday at the creek. After the game, of course,” he finishes on a belch, and a smelly one at that. “A couple of kegs, and there might even be some stragglers from Montevideo, so a wider selection of pussy.” Rob squints at Carter before turning and asking, “You should come, Palmer?”

      Now I don’t know with absolute certainty that Rob Denner is a bigot, but I have my suspicions, and they’re being confirmed in real-time. Most of the similarly inclined mother fuckers at the school aren’t as obvious as Rob. It’s as if Travis Carter’s God-given athletic talent makes him palatable to them.

      Stupid fuckers.

      Looking across the table at Carter, he gives me a slight shake of the head, letting me know without words that he doesn’t want me to handle Rob. Carter has lived his whole life in Grady Springs, so he’s probably built up some sort of immunity to these types of micro-aggressions.

      But I don’t like sitting by and letting my friend be dismissed by a narrow-minded fuckwit like Rob, and now my tacos are sitting wrong in my stomach. I take a deep breath, swallowing some of my anger, and I pick up my last taco, doing my best to ignore both my gut and the asshole next to me. After about two minutes of only the blissful sounds of chewing, Rob mumbles something about letting some of his other peeps know then leaves.

      Carter gives me a nod. “If you got an invite, does that make you one of his peeps?” he asks, lifting one dark brow. My answer to his question is a middle finger that has Carter laughing and fake wiping tears from his eyes. “Seriously though, you going?” His tone suggests he doesn’t care either way, but I can see his shoulders tense up and a slight tick in his jaw while he waits for my reply.

      “Nah. I thought we could meet up at the fields to play some ball.” I see the tension in his arms release after he absorbs my answer. Over Carter’s shoulder, I see Rob giving his signature back slap to that sophomore kid Will Hayden. I bet it chaps Rob’s ass that Hayden has more football talent in his left pinkie than he has in his whole 5’9 frame. The kid fucking started varsity his freshman year, whereas Rob didn’t make it to varsity before he was junior, and he only sees playtime because his uncle is one of the line coaches.

      “Do you want to meet up after school?” Carter asks, removing his tray from the table.

      I follow him to the dirty tray station and head outside. “Can’t. I gotta meeting with Coach Johnson at four. My uh, work-study placement fell through. He’s going to see about hooking me up with a new one.”

      “Work-study?” He squints at me, not sure it’s from the sun or the question.

      “Get a job, learn a trade, make some money, and write a couple of papers about what I learned and my experience. I wouldn’t do it, but I need the cash,” he has no clue how much I need the money. “Hopefully, Johnson can help me out.”

      “Damn, is this going to mess with your game? Man, I have to make it to the finals this year. How else are we going to get noticed coming from a school this size?”

      Both Carter and I have had scouts sniffing around us since we were young. I don’t know if it was the team’s poor showing last season or what, but the offers we both thought would be coming didn’t happen. We’ve got to do better this season, or we might not have any offers.

      “I feel you. Same boat. That’s why Johnson is key here. He’s not going to find me work that’ll interfere with the season. Have some faith.” I nudge his shoulder. I should ask him about my not new girl, but I don’t want to, yet.

      Carter has a locker next to mine, as do most of the other basketball players. I grab my books, noticing our team’s center Lazar Maras is waiting for me before heading to class. “Later,” I toss to Carter as I head over to Lazar.

      Lazar nods over my head at Carter, and at 6’7, he’s pretty much over everyone’s head. The dude is tall, and his brother is on his way. Lazar is a senior like Carter and me, but Lazar’s little brother Milo is a sophomore pushing 6’4, and he’s still growing. The Maras family clearly grow like redwoods, and I hope like hell that height will give us some advantage this coming season.

      “Did you finish the assignment for class?” Lazar asks as we cut through the arena heading towards Harbor Hall.

      I give him a nod, “Why? You nervous?” He shakes his head, but the sweat breaking out across his brow is telling a different story. This guy wanted to take public speaking but didn’t want to take it alone, so he gave me some story about how it would help us when we’re being interviewed by reporters in the future.

      Now, what ballplayer doesn’t dream of going pro? So, idiot that I am, I went along with his sorry ass. The class is interesting, though I’m not sure if I really need it, as I can occasionally be charming. I’m here for moral support, “Don’t worry,” I pat him on the back, “You’ve got this. What topic did you choose?”

      “Genocide,” he mutters.

      Well shit. “Go big or go home, friend.” I pat his shoulder and shake my head.
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      Thankfully the rest of the day is uneventful, which is always a win in my book. My last two classes of the day are in the same hall, and since I eat my lunch back in that area of campus, I didn’t have to stress over running into Nate Palmer again.

      Syd is gone, busy this afternoon interviewing for a new job, so I settle in and get some homework done. I spend most of my time focusing on the class I know that’s going to give me the most problems this semester—web design. What was I thinking? Right, I let my advisor Mr. Huber convince me this would benefit my future career. I know he has a point, but seriously, this course is killing me. There wasn’t a prerequisite for the class, but my teacher Mr. Durant speaks in tech. Half of my notes are writing down new-to-me words that I have to look up when I’ve got time, like now.

      Coming up for air a little after five, I shut everything down and head to the kitchen to start dinner. Checking the plan for today, I start prepping so the food can be on the table by six. Everything is planned out for the week, both for the ease in grocery shopping, but also for my class in nutrition. Huber may have stuck me with the headache that is web design, but he more than made up for it by suggesting nutrition as an elective. It is college prep, so it isn’t your standard menu planning, involving the science behind the choices, culminating in a giant data-driven paper at the end. So far, Dad has been pleased with everything I’ve laid on the table, and since he’s the guinea pig, so far, so good. Today’s going to be beef and broccoli with soba noodles.

      I’m finishing up with everything in the wok when I hear the front door open. “Dinner in five,” I shout out as I begin the transfer from the wok to the serving dish.

      “We’re going to need another place set,” Dad says, coming up behind me, smelling of the automotive grease that clings to his coveralls. Walking to the cabinet with plates, “I invited the new guy I just hired.”

      This should annoy me, but I’ve gotten used to it. My father is always picking up stragglers and inviting them over. It’s just who he is. All things considered, dinner is not that big of a deal. Thanksgivings and Christmases are when things can get awkward. Not my problem if there’s nothing left over to make up his lunch for tomorrow.  “Get this to the table, and I’ll grab another glass,” handing over the large bowl to Dad’s outstretched hands. Grabbing the pitcher of green tea from the fridge, I’m stretching up for another glass when an arm shoots past my head, taking the glass I had intended to grab.

      “I got it,” is huffed into my hair as I freeze, securing the pitcher of tea to my front like a shield. Oh Lord, take me now!

      “Pen, this is my new hire, Nate Palmer. Nate, my daughter Pen. Don’t make the mistake of calling her Penelope, especially if there are sharp objects around.” My Dad chuckles, knowing that only my mother calls me Penelope, and knowing how much I hate it.

      I turn to see Nate’s hand. OK, I guess we’re doing this. “Never been formally introduced, Pen is it?” Nate smirks while his large paw swallows my hand.

      I mumble out a “Yes,” rescuing my hand perhaps more forcefully than necessary. Heart galloping, I maneuver around him to the table.

      “Looks good, honey,” Dad says with a wink helping himself to the food. “Best class you’ve taken so far, never eaten so well,” patting his flat stomach.

      I accept the serving bowl from Dad and give myself my normal helping. Doubt I’ll be able to finish it, even though the crushed sandwich I had for lunch certainly wasn’t nearly enough to tide me over till tomorrow.

      What are the freaking odds? Two years and we’ve never even exchanged smiles, let alone words, and now he’s in my space twice in one day.

      I wonder if this is some sort of setup?

      Distracted by my wayward thoughts, I pass the bowl to Nate, avoiding his eyes as I do. I can feel his stare while I concentrate on eating my food. With the luck I’ve had today, I’m likely to lose a couple of noodles down my shirt. Wouldn’t that be awesome.

      Dad and Nate seem to talk about everything from sports to favorite James Bond villains. Their conversation flits from one topic to the next like they’ve known each other for years. A wave of unreasonable anger at their budding bromance fills my chest. He seems to have more to talk about with my Dad than I do.

      Without a word, I rise from the table grabbing my plate and utensils, and head to the kitchen.

      The silence caused by my departure is interrupted by the sound of a throat clearing. “The food was excellent. Thank you for inviting me. I should head out, I ... I’ll be here tomorrow morning at a quarter to seven, sir.” Then the sound of the chair being moved back from the table. I can feel Nate on my right as he places his used dishes on the counter next to me, where I’ve remained locked in place. “Really, thank you,” Nate says quietly, “Until tomorrow, Pen.” I don’t breathe until I hear the front door close.

      “What was all that about?” Dad asks from the table. Not knowing how to answer, I busy myself wiping down the counters. “You were really quiet,” at my snort he adds, “Ok, more quiet than usual. You spoke more to the homeless guy we had dinner with last Thanksgiving.”

      Ah yes, Mr. Brighton. A nice guy who’d fallen on hard times. Dad found him sleeping in the cold and invited him to dinner. He’d entertained us with stories of his time in the army stationed in Germany. He left our apartment that night with a tummy full of turkey and an interview the next day for a job at a barbershop.

      “Do I need to let him go? If you aren’t comfortable with him working in the shop downstairs, I can tell him I changed my mind.” His question gives me pause. That Dad would get rid of someone he clearly likes to make sure I’m comfortable means a lot.

      “No. Everything’s fine,” putting the dirty dishes into the dishwasher.

      Dad’s gentle hand on my shoulder lets me know the lie is obvious. “I’ve learned over the years not to trust when you say all is ‘fine,’ hmm. What’d he do?”

      “He thought I was new to the school.” My face heating as I relive the embarrassment.

      “Umm...” he says as he grabs the back of his neck. “Yeah, I got nothing.”

      “It was so—I don’t know, Dad. I just, I,” I shake my head, my voice quivering, “I feel like I’m forgettable, invisible, you know.”

      “Honey,” his arms come around me in a fierce hug, “He’s not Kevin or your mom.” Dad sighs and moves back to look me in the eyes, “I’m pretty sure you’ve kept me in the dark about a lot of the shit that went down at school after Syd left and the bathroom incident. I know it can’t have been easy the last few years, but I can’t help but think you’ve made yourself invisible.”

      I start to interrupt, but he raises his hand and stops me. “Tell me exactly what happened, Pen.”

      So, I tell my dad the whole story, only leaving out details like the way my heart raced when I first looked up into Nate’s eyes. Not even sure Syd will need that detailed of an account. Dad listens patiently before giving me his verdict.

      “So, he thought you were a new student and introduced himself trying to be your friend, and this is,” shaking his head side to side, “not ok?” Dad sighs a little bit under his breath. “I don’t know, he sounds like a good guy to me, Pen.”

      Ugh. I just want this day to be over already. As Dad heads off to his room, he throws out, “And Pen honey, I’m pretty sure there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell he’ll be forgetting you any time soon.” I hear his laughter before he shuts his door.
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      Last night was the best sleep I’ve had since Stella took off, even if it was on an air mattress with a sleeping bag as a blanket. It’s like I know I might not be out of the woods yet, but I finally have my hands on a motherfucking ax, and I’m ready to do some damage. Or maybe I slept well because of the dinner Pen made. Most of my meals involve a microwave or heating water to a boil. I kept looking past her shoulder for the take-out containers, but there weren’t any to be seen. And damn, if that didn’t make her even hotter.

      I make it to Brooks’ Auto Service with a couple of minutes to spare and end up locking up my bike next to another bike under the stairs leading to Mr. Brooks’ apartment. When Stella took off, she took everything, including the car. So yeah, walking or biking will be my only means of transport for the foreseeable future. I glance up the stairs and wonder if Pen is still sleeping, which naturally leads me to wonder what she wears to bed. And yeah, I’m going to have to think of something else quick before I meet her dad, my boss.

      The door to the office is locked, but Mr. Brooks said the side service door would be open, and it is. I try to make as much noise as possible, “Mr. Brooks, I’m here,” I say while shuffling in the side entrance.

      “In the back,” I hear as I make my way to the sound of his voice. “And call me Scott, Mr. Brooks makes me feel old, and I already have Pen to do that.”

      I find him in a back room off of the office and storage room, and while he might feel old, the guy looks young, like thirty tops. Maybe, it’s that tattoo sleeve or his stylishly cut dark blond hair. Whatever it is, I hope I look that good when I’ve got a kid who’s a senior in high school.

      He is standing in front of a workbench with different engine parts. “So, mornings here are pretty slow, just administrative stuff. Clients with appointments usually drop off their cars between seven and seven-thirty. Lottie, who you’ll be meeting in a few minutes, is the face of the front office. She handles scheduling, booking appointments, orders, and the like. You’re already on the schedule for the mornings and after school until closing Monday through Thursday. You’re scheduled for the next few Saturdays to make up some of the time you’ve lost. Once your Basketball season starts to pick up momentum, Lottie will work with you to come up with your new hours.” Scott looks at me to confirm I got everything.

      “Yes Sir,” I say with a nod.

      “This here will be what you work on when I don’t have you doing other work,” Scott points at the dissected engine on the bench. “The specs are here if you need them. Feel free to ask me or Jake, my other guy, if you have questions or need help with anything. If you don’t have any questions, I’ll introduce you to Lottie,” he says, and I follow him to the front office.

      The office is standard, with a reception desk, file cabinets, and shelves behind it. The other side is typical of waiting areas everywhere, with seating lined up on the walls interspersed with small tables displaying magazines and newspapers. A woman in her late fifties or early sixties is busy vacuuming the floor. Somehow sensing our presence, she shuts off the machine. “Good morning,” she says in a voice much younger sounding than her years, “Who’s this? Aren’t you a handsome one? You’ll be needing to keep Pen locked away from this one for sure.” I feel my face heat as Scott just shakes his head.

      “This here is Nate, Nate Palmer. He’ll be doing a work-study thing here with us. I left all of his information in a folder on your desk, so you can set up payroll for him,” then Scott pauses and looks me in the eye. “He’s already familiar with Pen, they met at school,” he ends with a chuckle. “The Davidson’s Passat is finished, Lottie, so you can give them a call. Nate, you have work to do.”

      “Do you have a favorite type of muffin?” Lottie asks as she wraps up the cord to the vacuum.

      “Ah, no. I don’t think I have a favorite.”

      “Tomorrow, I’ll bring some in. You look like you could use some feeding,” she says with a wink.

      “That would be awesome, Ma’am.”

      “Ma’am,” she scoffs, “Don’t you ma’am me, call me Lottie, now you heard the boss man, go get crackin’.”

      I spend the next hour and a half working on the engine, which according to the specs, belongs to a 1971 Karmann Ghia. I’ve never been trusted to build an engine before, and it does something to my insides. Not only did he take a chance on me by giving me this job, but he believes I can do such a task for him.

      I’ve made pretty good progress on the engine before I have to stop and wash up before I head off to school. It’s only eight minutes by bike to school, and when I get there, I do a quick scan of the bike enclosure to locate the bike that was next to mine earlier, but I don’t see it anywhere.

      Where in the hell does she park her bike?

      Since she was already in her seat yesterday when I got to class, I assume she’ll be there now. So, I head off to class, but her seat is conspicuously vacant when I arrive. I sit down and do my best not to look like the creeper I know I’m becoming. Pen takes her seat seconds before the tardy bell rings. Cutting it a bit close, Miss Brooks?

      Without a doubt, Government is quickly turning into my new favorite class, as I sit back and watch her like I’ll be quizzed later. I’m starting to note all the things she does to keep from being noticed; her clothes, even her presence is meant to blend, not be seen. Had I not experienced her fiery response to my mistaking her for being new, I’d think this is simply her personality. But the more I watch her, the more I think this is all a disguise. Like she’s hiding in plain sight. The question is, why? When the bell finally rings, indicating the end of class, she is out of her seat and out the door before I’ve even made it down the aisle. There is no trace of her in the hallway when I get outside. How the hell does she do that? She’s a damn ninja.

      I keep an eye out for her on my way to my next class, but I don’t see her anywhere. My fourth period class is small and entirely made up of seniors. I guess there isn’t a lot of interest in Probability and Statistics. All of us are in here for the same reason, hoping this elective gives us an edge in our college
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