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I’m leaving ’cause I’m coming.
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It’s morning, and it feels like a hangover.

The clock radio, tuned to my alarm station, tells me it’s a quarter past six and twenty degrees Celsius. My mood is grumpy, my pajamas are a sickly green, and my eyes are crusty. My forehead is furrowed in annoyance. My five-foot-nine frame is completely slouched. The good days are officially over; the season is starting. Time for the frantic studying and mental math to begin.

I survived the school opening ceremony two days ago—marching through the accursed courtyard of the "oskola" in a tidy little outfit with a forced smile plastered on my face, surrounded by my parched peers, in the crossfire of proud parents' dopey grins and the blinding flashes of memory-catching cameras. But the ominous specter of today’s math test isn't doing anything to cheer me up either.

I brush my teeth, gel my hair, and scratch my nose. A pair of listless, crusty brown eyes stare back at me from the mirror, while my pimples are joyfully blossoming. There must be about two dozen of them, yellow and red. I shake my head, suit up in my student uniform, and trudge down to the kitchen to join my loved ones. Out on the street, a garbage truck is chugging, the sun is rising, and a grandma is ambling along with her pince-nez. In here, though, the family is gathered. Nibbling on rolls. Buttering away.

My mother is stationed in front of the microwave, cooking, her size-39 foot tapping an angry war drum. Whatever, the three-year-old playground mutt, stares at her while wagging his tail. Even though the dog is sitting with his back to me, I’d bet anything he’s smirking under his whiskers. My father is enthroned at the head of the table, beaming at my four-year-old little sister, who is giggling in his lap. Elsa is ready for action, wriggling in her Winnie-the-Pooh dress between my old man’s shovel-sized hands, saying things like: "Yoo-hoo, Daddy!"

My grandfather stands by the kitchen window, scouting the neighbor’s yard with the help of his hundred-diopter glasses. I know exactly what he’s eyeing: over there, Aunt Katinka is mowing the parched lawn in cute, strawberry-colored jodhpurs. I watch Grandpappy’s face and think I spot a faint glimmer of delight. The old man is in love. I figured out this mind-boggling fact about two weeks ago, and I’ve been dazed ever since, living in a waking dream. Grandpappy is practically ancient; he shouldn’t be drooling after the grandma next door anymore, or so I reckon with my wise, seventeen-year-old brain. My older sister, Emma, the college student—who is always in love—is buried in the gossip column, her blonde hair tossed into a loose bun. She suddenly laughs out loud. I note to myself: there’s something annoying in her laugh, some kind of "grown-up" thing. I drop myself into the empty chair and put on an intelligent face. I practiced it in front of the mirror, so I know just how winning my expression is.
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Upon arriving home, I hand the pooch over to Grandpappy and instruct him in a highly authoritative tone.

"Take the mutt to the vet. But give him a bath first—pour eight liters of shampoo all over him!"

"Will do," Grandpappy, acting as the family's jack-of-all-trades, happily accepts the mission. We stand in the hallway, both of us staring at the hound. His face looks so weird. "Anything else?"

"I usually spray him with some of Emma’s perfume, too. It makes him feel incredibly proud."

"Emma?"

"The dog."

Grandpappy laughs out loud, flashing his remaining three teeth—his dentures are currently in the shop because some villainous family member (me) smashed them on a boring, rainy afternoon—and throws his arm around me.

"You’re my own flesh and blood, Emil!"

Since all roads lead to Rome, I—flesh and blood Emil—dash upstairs and storm into the bathroom. I turn on the tap, dump in half a liter of bubble bath, and finally (as is absolutely necessary), check myself out in the mirror. I groan. Following the advice of my best bud, Benő, I retreat to the john four times a day with a porn mag tucked under my arm, but so far, it’s been completely useless. While the tub is filling up, I go to town on about a dozen zits on my dome, which leaves my face looking like I just stumbled out of a sauna. I soak in the water, listening to my family get ready to leave. My grandfather is shouting at Whatever, because the clever four-legged creature must have caught wind of the upcoming—and for him, highly distressing—hygiene ritual, so he’s running around the house barking in a panic, with the cursing old matador hot on his heels.

My dad is puttering around in the garage, trying to breathe some life into our junker car; the coughing, sputtering engine noises echo through the house like a familiar guest. My mother is loudly trying to soothe our newest family acquisition, Elsa, because the four-year-old offspring has dug her heels in and flat-out refuses to trudge off to daycare to play pretend-dwarf with her fellow sufferers. Melancholic tunes filter out from my sister’s room, where Mr. Bon Jovi is currently pining away for someone, his heart in ruins, his voice smooth. Using my fingers as earplugs, I submerge myself in the cooling water. On my face, the freshly massacred army of pimples begins to flare up.
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It’s past eight o'clock by the time I lock the door behind me and head toward school. I’m not rushing; I’m just ambling leisurely along the dog-shit-covered sidewalk. My brand-spanking-new textbooks are rattling inside my brand-new backpack, and my brand-new kicks are genuine American products, blended with a touch of Chinese handiwork. My pants look terribly Foreign Legion—a hundred pockets, khaki-colored. Up in the sky, rain clouds are gathering, and somewhere in the distance, the celestial bowling alley kicks off with a massive rumble. Around me—through the eyes of adults—September is still beautiful. The sun, popping out from behind the clouds every now and then, bathes the old folks resting on the benches in a warm light, along with the moms playing with their frisky toddlers—"Mommy, Kazimír smart-assed his way up the jungle gym, and now he can’t climb down!"

The school is only a three-minute walk from our house, which is just enough time for a quick cigarette, for some melancholy puffing. I’ve been smoking for two years, though my dad only knows about one. The "brain-washer" looming ahead of me is a three-story monstrosity with a cherry-red chimney. Its architect must have been clinically insane. There’s no park of any kind in front of the main entrance—hence, the lack of the popular phrase: "I'll wait for you under the tree after school"—and not a single damn bench. Nothing. You arrive, you look up at the building, and boom, you're already inside. Once you're in—right here—you're greeted by a massive barn of a place, a riding arena masquerading as a main lobby. You look up, way up at the bird-shit-stained glass panels, and there’s absolutely nothing to see. Sure, they hung a few leprous paintings on the walls, and slapped some tacky class-composite photos along the hallways connecting the floors, featuring the dopey grins of poseurs from years past, but that’s about it. The whole place is skanky.

"A few of us hang out here, about six hundred or so."

This poetic line was etched into the potty-green walls right next to the boys' bathroom—his official turf—by my buddy named Benő. The aforementioned Benő, my best bud in the whole country, is one of the school’s black sheep. The guy isn’t stupid, and he hasn’t repeated a grade a thousand times. On the contrary: he’s an ace, and his skull is overflowing with brains. He’s got an IQ of 142. That’s what makes him retarded.

"What’s the word, my man?" Benő accepts my handshake with an aloof air, his hundred teeth grinding away on sunflower seeds. His head is about the size of a five-gallon bucket, while his sneakers are completely stepped-down at the heels.

"Dead vibe," he shrugs. "Get this: my mom hooked up with some complete idiot again."

"Oy vey," I whisper, totally immersing myself in the drama. My imagination must be brutal, like the universe itself.

"A doc," Benő keeps spinning his yarn, throwing open the restroom door and inviting me into his sanctuary—a world of eternally pissed-on floors. Sunflower seed shells rain down onto the floor, into the filth. "A pediatrician."

"A nightmare," I sympathize with Benő, my face turning somber. "Where does the guy work? Maybe my mom knows him."

"How should I know? You got a smoke? My nerves are shot."

"And why’s that?" I ask loftily, almost prose-like, educated. We puff away like the big boys.

"It’s yet another new guy. I could barely chase the last one away—that painter guy—and now, here we go..."

"The painter?" I smirk, and ignoring my pimples, I pop a borrowed sunflower seed between my teeth. "I actually dug him. He had some outrageously trashy clothes."

"We gotta figure something out," Benő runs a hand through his hair in a panic, looking pretty much like Beethoven right after waking up, though I don’t think the famous composer smoked. "These Latin words are driving me crazy."

"Vae victis? Let’s get together one of these days. We’ll talk it out."

"Like always."

"Sounds good then." I say, and likewise, it’s all good.
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It’s around half past two by the time I’m finally released, fully convinced that my math test was a total pile of crap. I mean, I didn’t leave the paper blank, but still... that’s just how I am, I can smell disaster.

The botched math test, hanging over me like a gloomy sword of Damocles, followed me all day long. As a result, I anxiously trudged from one class to the next. Chemistry gave me a headache, while Biology straight-up gave me diarrhea. Naturally, they ran out of paper in the stalls, so I was forced to walk among my fellow human beings feeling a bit unsanitary. I suffered through the day, picking fights with no one, and no one picking fights with me. Even Benő couldn’t lift my somber mood, though he did try to cheer me up—"Come on, Emil, let’s call the fire department on the teacher’s house! We’ll say she’s hiding a bomb! It’ll be awesome, they’ll blow the whole joint wide open! Math tests will be blowing in the wind!"—but I told him to go screw himself. Ah, when sorrow consumes my heart!

In front of the school’s moronic building, completely flouting the parking ban, Patrik is waiting for me. A sugary smile flashes my way from inside a broken-down Ford. I try to slip past him, but I fail—because I can never manage to dodge my sister’s hopeful suitors. It terrifies and saddens me a little, so I’m forced to give him a high-five. Hand in hand, spit on my tongue. Patrik, the latest acquaintance of my own flesh and blood Emma, is a college-going doofus. The guy is just an acquaintance—a dough-faced fellow who wants to be more than just an acquaintance. Sometimes I really don't get my sister: if she isn’t careful, she’s going to graduate college summa cum laude, and yet, here we go: a scrawny Patrik grinning at me.

"What’s up, little Emil?" his combed mustache twitches cheerfully, and his chess-warrior physique is surrounded by a sugary scent of cologne.

"What do you think? Total blindness." I hop into the passenger seat and toss my backpack into the back. The smell of bananas hits my nose. "Giddy up."

"Want to grab a beer?" Patrik steers the wreck away from the traffic island. The rusted-out carburetor makes a sound as loud as a piano. An old, worn-out piano that got thrown out of a tenth-floor window.

"A beer? I haven’t eaten a thing all day and my stomach is burning. You trying to make me pass out?"

"Then we’ll pull up somewhere to shovel down some food. How about it? Let's stuff our faces."

"Are you paying? Are you loaded? Because at the moment, I’m starving."

"No problem."

Naturally, we end up at the college cafeteria, where they dole out the rations from a giant bucket and the spoons are greasy. Where the staff picks their noses. Where the regular crowd is pure boredom. Pretentious dialogues, trashy outfits. The curtains are... well, curtains.

"So, how’s the grub?" Patrik shovels it down fiercely, minced meat stuck to his chin.

"We might as well have gone to a homeless shelter," I say, holding up a filthy fork and tapping the wobbly table, my finger pointing at the food. "This stuff is straight-up slop."

We quietly chew on the rock-hard bread, Patrik occasionally looking into my eyes with embarrassment. His smile is forced. The animal is plotting something; I can practically hear the gears grinding in his head. I
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