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Chapter 1
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As soon as I walked out of the building, I sighed and instantly felt a fleeting moment of relief.  Somehow, I had managed to survive another day at Wellston High School.

It was late November and I was a senior so that meant I only had to go through the whole high school experience about 115 more times, give or take a few sick days here and there.

That's doable, I told myself, 115 is about one and a half times the top speed a cheetah can run in miles per hour.  Who mathematically analyzes the number of school days left compared to a cheetah's speed?  That would be me - Zach Denham, Super Geek.

I finished stuffing my books into my backpack just in time to see a yellow streak of light heading my way.  The sun bounced off Meghan Collette's plain gold cross (worn as always on the outside of her blouse) as Meghan herself bounced across the parking lot towards me.

"Hey, Zach, can I hitch a ride with you?"  Meghan had a voice bursting with more enthusiasm than a rock concert groupie.

Amidst all the student cars in the parking lot, there stood an old, rusting bike rack with the sorriest looking ten-speed ever created.  I pointed at it, "See the one with the big lock over there?"  I thought it would somehow make it seem less pathetic if I mentioned the size of the lock.  "That's it until I get my car back from the shop."

"Thanks, anyway."  Meghan shoved a paper into my hand.

"Another one?"

"You'll love this one.  Really," she promised.

"I'll read it, but-"

Meghan was already sprinting towards the bus, which was just starting to close its doors as she yelled back, "Gotta go.  Late for Bible study group."

I waved as she and her boundless energy boarded the bus.

I pedaled home and imagined myself as some famous and cool biker - maybe a race winner like Lance Armstrong - rather than an eighteen year old on his junior high bike.  I could just picture myself inches from the finish line with crowds of people cheering me on.

Reality quickly caught up with me in the form of a well-worn convertible carrying four Wellston High students.

It was Carl Grainger and his friends.  They pretty much made my life a living hell whenever they felt like it.

Grainger beeped the horn and drove close to me on purpose.  I tried to look straight ahead and ignore them, but I noticed that they were all smoking and drinking beer.

Grainger yelled first.  "Hey, guys.  What do we have here?  The Wellston High Record's star reporter ridin' his little bicycle around town."

It was Steve Larsen's turn next and he thought it was hilarious to use a fake British accent when he said, "He's no reporter, Sir.  He's the Editor-In-Chief."

That set them all off laughing and one said, "Come on, Grainger.  Don't be a chicken-shit.  Swerve closer to him."

I felt the breeze from the car.  I knew if it came any closer, it would brush against my leg and I would lose my balance.  Steve hung over the side of the car offering a lit cigarette.  "Go ahead, Clark Kent, take a drag."

I saw my only chance for escape - the next corner.  I pedaled like that champion biker I only wished I was at the moment.  Success!

I made the corner, but it was too sharp for the convertible.  Grainger had driven by it.  I stopped and watched them cruise down the hill toward a green traffic light.

Then the light changed to yellow.  Grainger didn't slow down.  The engine roared and the guys all whooped and hollered as the car raced towards the intersection.

A truck approached the light from the cross street.

Grainger's light changed to red!

HONK!  HONK!  The truck horn blasted, but Grainger's brake lights still weren't coming on.  I half wanted to cover my eyes, but I didn't dare.

The truck's brakes made a terrible grinding noise.  Grainger lost control and the convertible swerved.

The truck skidded through the intersection with the tires screeching.

I couldn't help it; I closed one eye.  Then it was over...they were safe.  Somehow, miraculously, the truck and the convertible narrowly avoided a collision.  As a gesture of thanks, Grainger chucked his middle finger at the truck driver.

I started to ride my bike again, thankful that nothing had happened to them.  They were jerks, yes, but they really could have been killed pulling a stunt like that.  I didn't have much time for feeling bad for them because as I rode by a grocery store parking lot, they were waiting.

"Wanna really scare him?" Grainger asked his friends.

"Hell yeah," was the response.

Grainger floored it.  He peeled out.  I thought I could smell the burning rubber, but maybe that was just in my imagination as the idea that I really was going to get hit by a car took shape in my mind. "No, please, God," was all I had time to say.

I tried to pedal away, but it was no use.  The brakes screeched again, making that sound that can literally be the difference between life and death.  I heard metal crunching.

I even saw my backpack fly through the air and land on the ground with an unceremonious thud.  The force split the zipper open.  Papers scattered in the wind.

My bike landed on its side with the tires spinning wildly, but pointlessly, in the air.

It took me a moment to focus.  Some crushed metal garbage cans rolled away.  That's when I realized I had landed in a stack of recycled newspapers that had cushioned my fall.

As the convertible backed up, I heard Grainger say to his friends, "I hope that stupid prick's bike didn't scratch my car."

I struggled to my feet, brushed the dirt off my clothes, and watched them laughing uncontrollably as they drove away.  What bothered me the most was that not one of them had the decency to glance back once to see if I was all right.

Chapter 2

The school newspaper "office" was a cramped, converted storage closet containing an old teacher's desk, a ripped leather chair, and a wobbly table which we used to layout the pages of the current issue.  A beat-up metal file cabinet held all the past issues.

My desk was such a mess that the sign reading "National Disaster Area - Please send help!" had been lost in the piles the previous year and had not yet resurfaced.

It seems so low tech because it was.  I only wished we could have been using all the latest computer technology and sophisticated layout software programs that professional newspapers utilized.

Sure, we had computers and e-mail, but nothing in the school newspaper office had been upgraded in years.  We always heard there was no money in the school department budget for "extras" like the newspaper.  They told us we were lucky we got to have one at all, no matter how antiquated it was.

Funny, nobody ever seemed to tell the athletic department there was no money when they wanted funding for new uniforms, new equipment, or a trip to a competition.

Meghan burst into the room.  She never did anything quietly.  She would have been great as one of those protest organizers from the 1960's that we read about in History class.

"Zach, you're editing my article?"

"Yes," I told her.  Actually, I was only looking at it.  I hadn't made up my mind until she asked.  She seemed so excited that I didn't want to disappoint her.

"Now I'm a writer!" she screamed and threw her arms around me.  Her soft, brown hair brushed against my face.  "Oh, I didn't mean to..." she said as she jumped back.

I was really surprised.  A girl had never hugged me like that.  My aunts and cousins hugged me during the holidays, but that doesn't count.

I wanted to say something about it to her, but what?  Of course, it was an accident.  Only an idiot would say something about an accident.  Besides, one hug from Meghan couldn't change me.  Could it?

I broke the silence first.  "I still have a lot to finish on this issue."  I pointed to the front page where I was working on making the articles fit around the map of Massachusetts with Wellston written in big block letters.

"What a pain.  Can't you talk Miss Tellsini out of doing that on the front page of every issue?" Meghan asked.

"Can you talk Niagara Falls into falling upwards?"

Before Meghan had a chance to laugh, Phillip Rodrigues entered the office.  He was a freshman, but he was one of the best reporters on the newspaper.  I was about to ask him how his day was going, but he had his serious, let's get down to business look on his face so I knew he didn't want any small talk.

"I also e-mailed you a copy.  Read it.  Print it!" Phillip said as he handed me several typed pages.  He plopped himself down in the ratty old chair to wait.

I read the headline aloud, "Teen Pregnancy - the Truth You Have to Know."  I finished reading the rest silently.  It was frank and brilliant.  "This is the best piece you've ever written, Phillip," I complimented him.

He smiled.  "So can we run it this week?"

"It would take the entire Wellston police department in full riot gear AND an act of God to get Miss Tellsini to approve this article."

Phillip got himself all worked up like a politician giving a speech as he protested, "This is exactly what kids our age need to know.  This article could win an award in the Massachusetts Scholastic Journalism Competition.  Maybe even go to the New England Regionals."

"True," I admitted.

"Then show it to Tellsini.  MAKE her publish it."

"Have you ever made grass grow blue in winter?" I asked, clearly failing to come up with a clever way to avoid the cliché of saying that nobody makes her do anything.

"She doesn't scare me.  If you're too chicken, I'll demand that she publish it myself," Phillip said angrily grabbing the papers out of my hand.

I couldn't let Phillip let do that.  It would be suicide.  If he confronted her, she'd make the rest of his years at Wellston High School miserable.

Before I could say another word, he exited the room like he was shot out of a cannon.  I yelled after him, "Wait, you forgot-"  Phillip was long gone, but I finished my sentence anyway, "Your cover page."

"You really think there's no chance he'll convince her?" Meghan asked.

"Not in this lifetime."

"Wouldn't Miss Tellsini want the paper to win awards?  That would make her look good too."

So, Meghan was a little more aware of the way the world worked than I had ever given her credit for.  I answered, "Miss Tellsini will say we can win awards without resorting to smut about teen pregnancy."

"Do you think the topic is smutty?"  Meghan asked.

"Do you?" I replied.

Meghan didn't answer, but she didn't have to.  I already knew what she thought.  Meghan was the school's resident religious fanatic.

I remember once during freshman year, a boy and girl were kissing in the hallway in front of the girl's locker.  Meghan ran up to them and flipped open her Bible to quote something about the wickedness of an unmarried woman having sex.  It caused quite a commotion.

Then she got mad when another kid called her a religious wacko.  I thought she was going to whack him over the head with her Bible.  Luckily, a teacher came along and broke up the whole thing before it got worse.

I later asked her whether she thought it was appropriate for someone quoting the Bible to get so mad at someone who insulted her.  She quoted something else from the Bible about righteous anger.

Meghan had toned down a bit over the years.  She was much less condemning in public.  She was still very public about her personal beliefs, but she no longer tried to impose them on other people like she used to.  I saw that as a giant step in her maturity and I really respected her for the beliefs and the way she now handled them.

Looking at Phillip's forgotten cover page, Meghan said, "If you really believe in Phillip's article, why won't you fight for it?"

"Some things are worth fighting for.  Some aren't," I said as I ripped Phillip's cover page in half and dropped it into the recycle bin.  "The trick is figuring out which is which."

The school bell rang.  We both reacted like Pavlov's dogs we'd been reading about in Psychology class as we automatically raced for the door.  I got there first and held it open for her.

I have no idea what came over me when I looked down at her and said, "Do you want to - I mean, sometime if, like, you're not busy?  We could-"

I'd never seen her smile so broadly.  "I'd love to," she said as she disappeared into the swarming mass of students in the hallway.

After school that day, Principal Gina Tellsini entered the newspaper office.  I hated to talk to her when I sat and she stood because she was so tall.  My neck ached.

Miss Tellsini scanned the front page like she always did.  She had to approve the content down to the letter in every issue.  So much for freedom of the press!

After a while, she said, "Good work, Zach.  E-mail the file to me.  I'll forward it to the printer tonight and it'll be ready for distribution tomorrow."  She clomped out of the room on her three-inch heels.

I gathered my books and left the room dropping my keys as I tried to lock the door.  Why was I so nervous?  Then I remembered that this was the week of the student council meeting.  I thanked God they only met every two weeks as I walked to room 321.

The door was half open.  I saw Brandon Pasternak writing at one of the desks.  He hadn't noticed me so I decided to just leave.

Eternal klutz of the universe that I am, I had to go and drop my Physics and Literature books.  The empty hallway turned into an echo chamber, sounding like I had knocked over a wall of library books.

"Hi, Brandon," I said trying to sound as casual as possible.  He ignored me and continued to write.  He moved his tie out of the way each time he reached the end of a line.  "Hi," I repeated more loudly this time.

He finally finished and handed me the piece of paper.  "Here's the school event schedule for the next two weeks."  He put on his jacket and left.

His manner was so formal, so cold.  I wished I had said something to him, but it was too late now on so many levels.  If only things had worked out differently on that wintry day two years ago.

The time was not right for student council president Brandon Pasternak and I to have a civil conversation.  I hoped that time would come someday soon.

Chapter 3

The next day, I was hurrying towards English class when I heard the bell ring.  "Late again," I mumbled to myself.  I was a couple minutes late for English class about half the time.

Mrs. Trevott, my English teacher, really liked me so I usually got away with it unscathed except for one of her patented "teacher looks."  If the truth be told, I always thought that getting one of those looks from a teacher was more humiliating and humbling than getting into real trouble anyway.

I wasn't hurrying just to avoid her look on this particular day.  I had a feeling that something exciting was going to happen in English class.  I know, what are the odds of anything exciting ever happening in an English class?

Mrs. Trevott was about forty-five with a sharp mind and an even sharper tongue.  Her pleated skirts always rustled when she moved around the classroom.

Since we were working on Hamlet, she had put up a poster showing the Globe Theater, the place where many of Shakespeare's plays were performed during his lifetime.

That poster reminded me of when my junior year English teacher made us memorize famous speeches.  I did the "All the World's a Stage" one from As You Like It.

That's the one that starts, "All the world's a stage and the men and women merely players.  They have their exits and their entrances.  Each man in his time plays many parts.  First is the infant, mewling and puking in the nurse's arms..."

I can never remember past that gross part with the baby upchucking all over the nurse.  Now think about it, if one of us wrote that for a school assignment, I doubt it would be considered great literature!

Mrs. Trevott called one part of the room the library corner.  She stocked it with a reasonable mixture of classic and contemporary books, often taking our suggestions as to which books might be added.

I almost choked the day Anna Dupont suggested a book based on the life of a teenage girl who runs away from home, becomes a prostitute and contracts AIDS from intravenous drug use.

The next day, Mrs. Trevott said, "Anna was absolutely correct about the book she recommended yesterday in class.  I purchased it and read it last night.  I'm leaving a copy in the library corner and suggest you all read it when you get a chance."

As I approached the door, I could tell by the noise coming from the room that class hadn't started yet.  I slipped into my seat just in time to hear part of a conversation between Anna, whose long hair bounced when she talked, just like a good cheerleader's hair should, and Kristen Corrigan, who had the kind of face you just wanted to kick in.

Kristen said, "Like, did you look at that body?"

"Does the word 'HUNK' mean anything to you, girl?" Anna replied.

They both giggled and Kristen continued, "The way he walked?  That just oozes self-confidence."

"He can ooze his self-confidence all over me anytime!  Ooh, I think she's giving him an English book.  That means..."

Both girls at once exclaimed happily, "He's staying!"

Mrs. Trevott capped her pen, handed him an English textbook, and directed him to a seat near the window saying, "Class, this is a new student; his name is Key Stahl."  

"OMG, he looks even better from the front!" Anna said when Key turned around.  At 6'3", wearing tight black jeans and a Boston basketball jersey, Key was obviously a jock.  The way he carried his books made his bicep bulge.  "His smile could melt a glacier," Anna declared.

I didn't want to stare so I looked down at my desk and pretended to read the scribbling on it.  Someone, most likely named Carol, had written, "Carol loves John 4-eva!!!"  Mrs. Trevott would kill both Carol and John for defacing the desk if she ever got a hold of them.

I moved my books around to pretend I was reading a longer message on the desk.  I moved those books all right; I moved them so hard that most of them went flying and thunderously crashed to the floor.

However, all of them couldn't simply stick to the program.  That would have been too simple.  One wayward book reached out and slapped Kristen on the back on its way to the floor.

Before I had a chance to say I was sorry, Kristen reacted.  "Ouch!  What the hell did you do that for?" Kristen screamed in her usual "ladylike" manner.

Sometimes I feel like the entire world is in one giant conspiracy against me.  OK, God, just let me crawl under the desk and die of embarrassment here and now, I thought to myself.

Kristen's outburst caused several students to snicker including Steve Larsen, one of the guys riding in the convertible that ran me off the road when I was riding my bike home.

Brandon, who was wearing his typical tie and arranging papers in his leather binder etched with his initials in gold, laughed too.  Meanwhile, another student ignored us completely because he was busy trying to balance a pencil on his nose.

Thank heaven Mrs. Trevott squashed the riot before it got out of hand.  "Miss Corrigan," she said, "we don't end our sentences with prepositions.  Is that understood?"

Kristen agreed and I was relieved that the focus was off me.

Unfortunately, Mrs. Trevott continued, "Mr. Denham, do you think it would be too much trouble for you to place everything you don't need under your chair and keep only those items you do need properly placed in the middle of your desk, far away from the edges so they will be out of harm's way?"

I smiled weakly and nodded affirmatively.

"Well then, finally, and only fifteen minutes late," Mrs. Trevott sighed.  She then gave her trademark opening to every class, "That's it.  That's all.  Let's get started."

I looked at my watch twenty-five minutes later.  Class was almost finished.  At the end of every English class, Mrs. Trevott shared a famous quote or inspirational saying that she always appended with "Now - go think about it!"

As she closed her book she said, "That's it for today, people and remember what Polonius said in Act 1, Scene 3 of Hamlet, 'This above all: to thine ownself be true, and it must follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.'  Now - go think about it!"

Books and papers shuffled while chairs scraped against the floor.  The corridors filled with hundreds of hormone charged teens going in different directions.  I wanted to get lost in the crowd so nobody could ever find me again.

Wellston High School was a medium size school with about 650 kids.  I assume it was similar to most other high schools in America.

We had our social cliques, our stereotypes, a school band, all the sports teams, and a mascot called the Wellston Warrior.  The school tended to downplay that last one because of the backlash against portraying Native Americans as fighters.

The building itself had three floors and the institutional school look of its era, having been built in the 1930's.  Some kids even called it Wellston State Prison; I thought that was a little extreme, but just barely.

After school that day, as I passed yet another stair railing with chipped black paint, I heard the noise of a sports team practicing in the gym.  Bunch of dumb jocks, I thought to myself.

Then I was mad at myself for thinking that.  One thing I hated was people being prejudiced and I REALLY hated it when I caught myself acting that way too.

Basketball season had just started and the team was playing a scrimmage game.  The only reason I knew so much about it was because I had to keep track of the sports schedules for the paper.

As I looked in the gym, I noticed Key.  He made a perfect shot, all net, as the basketball players would say.

This was Key's first day at Wellston and he'd already joined a team and had all the girls in my English class worshipping him.  I watched him run around the court and make shot after shot.

He laughed and joked with his new teammates like he had known them for years.  What a gift it must be to have that kind of personality, I thought.

I looked down at my notebook and noticed where I had written Mrs. Trevott's quote, "To thine ownself be true."  As I gazed back up at Key
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