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        WORDS OF WISDOM

      

      

      
      It was a beautiful day. The sun shone while a gentle breeze blew, making Jason’s hair dance in the wind. He laid in a meadow looking up at the blue sky, gazing at the white, puffy clouds. One looked like a fish, while another looked like a rabbit. The meadow itself was beautiful. Flowers had bloomed, coloring the meadow yellow, purple, and white. In the background, the radio played softly. A perfect day, he thought to himself.

      A hand touched his face, gently pulling his attention away from the sky. It belonged to a beautiful girl. Her brilliant shamrock-green eyes stared back into his. Her skin was flawless, and her face a perfect oval.

      She pulled herself on top of Jason. Her chocolate-brown hair flowed down the side of her face like a waterfall. He could only see her smooth, perfect face. Jason brushed her hair behind her ear and let his hand rest on her cheek while his other found a home on her lower back. Simultaneously, both leaned in, and their lips met. For a few moments, he felt like the two were one. Kissing her made him feel complete, like nothing else in the world mattered.

      The girl pulled away and flashed a breathtaking white smile. She opened her mouth to say something, but instead of words, an alarm rang out. Everything around Jason faded into darkness.

      Jason Phoenix had been woken up by his alarm clock, the source of the noise in his dream. He reached over and silenced the alarm. The clock said it was 5:30 a.m. He rolled over and stared up at the ceiling for a few minutes. Fighting the urge to close his eyes and drift back to sleep was difficult. Feeling semi-awake, he got up and sat on the edge of his bed.

      “Damn you,” Jason cursed the clock. “I was having a good dream.”

      Jason’s alarm clock didn’t apologize. Instead, it continued to sit on the nightstand. The clock read 5:33 a.m. He’d wasted enough time. Hopping out of bed, he made his way to the bathroom. The flash from the bathroom light turning on nearly blinded him. Squinting to shield his eyes from the bright light, he awkwardly headed to the shower. He turned on the shower, and water burst from the head.

      He got undressed and jumped in. The shower felt amazing! The steam and warm water running down his body were what he needed to wake up. Now clean and fully awake, he returned to his room to get dressed.

      Jason was so rushed to get ready that he threw on the first T-shirt, shorts, socks, and tennis shoes he could find. He packed a change of clothes in a gym bag and grabbed his backpack on the way out of his room. He walked to a room at the end of the hall, opened the door, and peeked his head in. Daniel, his younger brother, was still fast asleep, his body rising and falling rhythmically.

      “Danny,” Jason whispered. There was no response from his brother. “Danny!” Jason repeated with more force the second time.

      “What?” Daniel responded half-consciously.

      “It’s time to go. Are you coming or not?” Jason asked.

      “What time is it?”

      “Five fifty-one.”

      “No, I’m good,” Daniel said as he rolled over and went back to sleep.

      “Suit yourself.”

      On his way out, Jason made sure he had everything he needed, checking things off as he went. Backpack, check. Gym bag, check. Car keys, check. Granola bars, check. Bottle of water, check.

      He closed the door on his way out and walked down the driveway to his car. One of the perks of getting up early was enjoying the peacefulness of the morning. The birds sang their good-morning tune as the sun began to show its orange face. And the air … he inhaled deeply, taking in the refreshing scent of the morning dew.

      Jason got in his car and checked the clock on the dashboard. It read 5:54 a.m. Now anxious, he started the car, and the engine roared to life. He backed out of the driveway and began driving.

      The sun was still rising as he drove to school. While going through town, he saw many buildings with lights and open signs on. How could anyone be up right now? he wondered, despite that he was up at the moment. As the buildings went past one by one, he noticed some of the windows were broken and had been boarded up. This didn’t shock him. Vandalism was common in Munsen, Illinois.

      Thankfully, the drive was short. The clock read 5:59 a.m. as he pulled into the parking lot of Munsen High School. Now really in a rush, he flung his backpack over his shoulder, grabbed his gym bag, and ran for the front doors. Once inside the building, he jogged down the dark hallways, making turns here and there until reaching the gymnasium. The lights were on, and he could hear a ball bouncing against the hardwood floor, sneakers squeaking, and the swish of the net.

      “You’re late,” an irritated voice called out. The voice belonged to an older, bald black man, Tony Delorea.

      “I know. I’m sorry, coach,” Jason apologized.

      “No, you are late. You will be sorry.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jason said.

      “Do you think Jordan was ever late? Was Magic ever late? Guys like them were always on time for practice.”

      “Allen Iverson skipped practice once in a while.” Jason knew he was going to pay for that retort.

      “So now you’re also a wise guy?” Tony wasn’t amused by Jason’s comment.

      “Just trying to be funny.”

      “Hmm,” Tony grunted, wearing an annoyed expression. “Well, if you think it’s okay to be a few minutes late, go ahead. I’m not the one with a scholarship.”

      Jason hated to admit it, but his coach was right. Tony wasn’t the one who had committed to Jacobsen College to play basketball. But Tony acted like he was. There were days when Tony would do Jason’s workouts with him, go on runs with him, and eat the same food as him. It was nice to have someone else to trudge through the mud with.

      Coach Wilkerman, Jacobsen College’s men’s head basketball coach, routinely checked in on Jason once a month to ensure he was staying in shape and preparing for college basketball. He was thankful he had Tony to help keep him honest and dedicated to his training even though, sometimes, Tony made him want to pull his hair out.

      Jason sighed. “No, you’re right, it’s not okay,” Jason said. “Won’t happen again.”

      “Now, that’s what I like to hear! C’mon and get on the line.”

      Tony motioned him toward the baseline of the court. Jason put all his stuff down at the end of the court and started stretching.

      “You get twenty-five seconds with the sprints today,” Tony said.

      “What?!” Jason was in disbelief. “Yesterday, I had thirty seconds!”

      “That’s right, yesterday was thirty seconds. Today is twenty-five seconds because you were late and a wise guy,” Tony said. “You ready?”

      He loved Tony, but the guy could really get on his nerves. At times, Tony would make him stay later and watch more game films, and if he messed up, Tony would give him a harder time than his teammates. It was the small things that grinded his gears. But he knew Tony only did everything he did to help Jason be better.

      “Yeah, let’s do it.” Jason took his spot on the baseline.

      “Ready, Go!” Tony yelled.

      Jason took off as hard as could for the opposite end of the court. He reached the end, planted his foot, pivoted, pushed off, and sprinted back. Now, back where he started, he planted, pivoted, pushed, and sprinted to the opposite side of the court again. He focused on his breathing, moving his arms and driving his legs against the ground, making him go faster. He had gone down and back the length of the court twice and was on his last sprint.

      “Four seconds! Push it! Push it, Jason! Push it!” Tony yelled.

      Giving everything he had left, Jason sprinted as fast as he could, driving his legs into the court. Throwing his arms forward and backward, helping him gain speed. He was almost at the end of the court. The end was twenty feet away, ten feet, five feet, a foot …

      “Time!” Tony called out as Jason crossed the end of the court.

      Jason’s lungs felt like they were on fire. He put his hands behind his head, taking slow, deep breaths. His legs felt heavy, and he could feel the sweat dripping from his brow down his face. That first sprint was tough, but he was proud. He had never run that fast before.

      “Not bad,” Tony commented. “A couple more times ought to do.”

      After a few minutes passed, Jason had gotten his breathing under control, and his legs didn’t feel like they wanted to fall off.

      “You ready?” Tony asked.

      “Let’s do it,” Jason said as he got back on the baseline, fixing his eyes down the court.

      “Go!”

      After doing four rounds of sprints, Tony had Jason do two hundred pushups, three hundred sit-ups, and a hundred burpees. After finishing his conditioning, he was drenched with sweat and exhausted. But the fun didn’t stop. Over the next hour, he did drills to improve his shooting, ball handling, and finishing around the room with his right and left hands. To wrap up practice, he had to make ten free throws in a row. This sounded easy, but it almost drove him insane. Every time he would be down to one or two free throws left to make, he would miss and have to start over. Each miss frustrated him more and more. After starting over three times, he managed to make ten free throws consecutively.

      “Finally!” Jason rejoiced, relieved to be done with the drill.

      “Damn right, finally!” Tony said. “I could have gone to get donuts, waited for them to be made, and come back!”

      “Well, you probably would have eaten them on the ride back,” Jason said while smiling.

      “So what?”

      “Eating and driving is just as bad as texting and driving,” Jason responded.

      “Is that right?”

      “That’s a fact.”

      Tony chuckled. “Alright, good stuff today, but what’s our motto?”

      “Don’t work harder than the guy next to you; work harder than you did yesterday,” Jason recited.

      He had heard Tony say this to him and his teammates countless times. He heard it so often; he sometimes heard it in his dreams. It was Tony’s favorite along with “let’s get the bread!” which he recently started saying to stay hip.

      “Speaking of working hard, where is Daniel?” Tony asked.

      “Sleeping,” Jason answered.

      Tony sighed and let his head drop. Jason felt the same way whenever Daniel missed practice or workout.

      “He could be all-state if he had your work ethic. The kid is wasting so much talent.”

      “I know.” Jason shrugged his shoulders.

      It was true, Daniel was naturally athletic and good at basketball. When they were little kids and would play in their driveway, Daniel would always win. Once they got into high school, things changed. Jason would stay after for practices and workouts, but Daniel didn’t. Jason would play on travel teams and tournaments, but his brother didn’t. As Jason started taking the game more seriously, his brother didn’t. Daniel only wanted to have fun with the game and not try. He supposed he shouldn’t mind as long as Daniel was happy, but Jason didn’t agree with his brother’s choice.

      “Are you coming in after school?” Tony’s question snapped Jason back to reality.

      “No, I have work,” Jason answered.

      Ring!

      The school bell sounded, which meant it was eight o’clock, and he had fifteen minutes to get to class.

      “Alright, go get ready so you’re not late for class.”

      “When am I ever late?”

      Tony let out a laugh that could have been heard over the school bell. Jason grabbed his stuff and headed to the locker room to get ready for class.

      After showering and changing into a comfortable T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, he walked to class, enjoying his granola bars. The halls were filled with students talking on their way to classes. The seniors shared what their plans were after graduation. Where they were going to school, what they intended to study, and career plans.

      He couldn’t believe he only had one week of high school left. It seemed like yesterday had been his first day of senior year. But between school, basketball, and applying for colleges, the year had flown by.

      He walked in and sat down where he normally did for his first period, AP Calculus. He was one of the first students to arrive. As the minutes passed, more and more students started filing in and taking their seats. Every seat was full except for the one right next to Jason.

      Ring!

      After the bell rang, the door to the classroom was closed by a woman with hair white as snow. She walked to the chalkboard, a sheet of paper in hand. She put her glasses on and began writing the date on the board, her hand shaking as she wrote. When she was done, she turned around to face the class.

      “Good morning,” the woman announced, looking like she had sucked on a lemon.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Haggler,” the class responded unenthusiastically.

      “Keaton Barnhart,” Mrs. Haggler called out.

      At the beginning of every class, Mrs. Haggler would take attendance by going down her list of students. There were the same number of desks as students in the class, making it obvious when someone was missing. But Mrs. Haggler was old-fashioned. She was the only teacher who used a chalkboard in their school. All their homework had to be done with a No. 2 pencil on looseleaf paper. Any time technology was brought up, Mrs. Haggler would always say, “The world was a better place before all these gadgets and robots,” which made the class laugh every time. She always wore dresses that would’ve made even Mother Teresa proud by covering everything but her ankles. Mrs. Haggler had earned the nickname “Mrs. Hagg” because she was disliked by most of the students.

      The roll call was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” Mrs. Haggler said.

      The door opened, and Jason’s heart skipped a beat. It was the girl from his dream, except now she was wearing a purple top, a denim skirt, and high heels. But she still had her gorgeous green eyes and chocolate-brown hair, which was up in a ponytail.

      “Taylor, is there a good reason why you are tardy?” Mrs. Haggler asked, her voice pure ice.

      “I was using the bathroom,” Taylor responded.

      “For future reference, plan your trips to the restroom more efficiently,” Mrs. Haggler said.

      “I’m sorry,” Taylor apologized.

      What’s her problem? Jason thought. Sure, Mrs. Haggler could be a real pain in the rear end, but this was unlike her, especially to Taylor Collins, who was always on time and respectful in class. Taylor didn’t wait for Mrs. Haggler’s permission to take her seat next to him.

      “Now that we are all present, we can begin,” Mrs. Haggler said.

      After finishing roll call, Mrs. Haggler continued where she left off from their last class. She liked to lecture by writing the equations on the board and speaking with her back to the students until a student had a question or she thought something was going on. The scraping of the chalk against the blackboard got old quickly, and Jason lost focus.

      He chanced a glance at Taylor. She was busy looking at the board and jotting down notes. He knew she had to feel embarrassed and bored. He wanted to help, but he didn’t know quite what to do. Suddenly, a light bulb went off in his head. He ripped a piece of paper out of his notebook and started to write. When he was done, he tapped her on the hand. She stopped her notetaking. He offered her the note, which she took from him.

      It didn’t take long for her to read what Jason had written:

      I think not peeing your pants is a pretty good reason to be late- haha

      Taylor smiled and began writing on the paper. She didn’t take long to respond. Before she handed the note back to him, she checked to make sure Mrs. Haggler wasn’t looking. When the coast was clear, she handed him the note. It read:

      I know, right? Lol. And that thing about planning my bathroom trips in the future. What’s up with that???

      Jason took a second to think of his response. It didn’t take long to think of something clever. He wrote his note to Taylor and handed her the piece of paper. His note read:

      She’s just jealous because she has to go in diapers.

      A giggle escaped Taylor’s mouth, causing Mrs. Haggler to turn to see where it had come from. After failing to find the source of the noise, Mrs. Haggler continued lecturing and writing on the board. He and Taylor shared a look of relief and began laughing quietly. When both had caught their breath, Taylor began writing her response. It took her longer this time to respond. When she was finished, she handed him the note. It read:

      Honestly, that’s probably it! Lol. I can’t wait for this class to be done. When are we going to need this stuff? I don’t think I’ll be needing it to become a nurse. Plus, she is a bad teacher. I haven’t learned a single thing from her. And she has never caught us writing notes to each other in class. And what kind of name is Haggler? I would rather die than have that as my last name lol :)

      Jason chuckled under his breath. He was in the middle of writing back to Taylor when he heard his name.

      “Jason, what are you doing?” Mrs. Haggler asked him. Her eyes seemed like they were trying to see into his soul.

      “Taking notes. Is something wrong?” Jason responded, acting confused.

      “No nothing’s wrong. But I am curious, can you tell me what you would expect from a function with a negative second derivative?” Mrs. Haggler’s tone was more accusative than curious. Jason’s eyes flashed to the board. “Uh-uh, eyes on me,” Mrs. Haggler said.

      He felt forty-two pairs of eyeballs on him. He racked his brain trying to recall the information from the assigned chapters. But that had been two days ago. He decided to go with his gut instinct. “It means the function concave’s down,” Jason answered, “Basically any critical points where the first derivative is zero would be the local maxima.”

      “Correct,” Mrs. Haggler confirmed, earning a small smile from Jason. “I’m glad you’re taking this seriously because this final is worth a quarter of your final grade. I’m sure a studious student such as yourself wouldn’t allow yourself to become distracted.” Mrs. Haggler had definitely looked at Taylor when she’d said, distracted.

      “You’re right. The final is really important,” Jason responded. “We shouldn’t waste any more time.”

      After being defeated, Mrs. Haggler carried on talking about integrals, limits, and other material for the final. She had to know what they were up to, but he didn’t care. For the rest of the class, he and Taylor kept writing notes and jokes to each other. There was one point when he made Taylor snort, and he thought Mrs. Haggler was going to come over and bust them. But she didn’t and continued teaching the class.

      Jason wasn’t completely neglecting what Mrs. Haggler was saying. He would take notes from the board while Taylor read and wrote a response to him. Writing to her kept him sane in this class. The course wasn’t hard but monotonous, as every class was the same. They would copy what Mrs. Haggler wrote on the board and turn in their homework at the end of class. And Taylor wasn’t wrong. Mrs. Haggler wasn’t a very good teacher. Whenever students would ask her for help, she would belittle them, saying, “This is an easy concept. How do you not understand it?” Jason practically taught himself and Taylor.

      Ring!

      The bell sounded, signaling the period was over. Time had gone by in the blink of an eye. All the students began packing up their stuff in a hurry to escape Mrs. Haggler's clutches.

      “For homework, do the review problems for chapters twelve, thirteen, and fourteen. We will review the answers next class,” Mrs. Haggler announced to the fleeing students.

      “Are you kidding me?” Taylor complained to him as she packed up her stuff. “She wants us to do that and study for the final?” Taylor looked utterly annoyed.

      “I think by doing the problems, we are studying for the final,” Jason replied.

      “Thank God you’re a genius. Otherwise, I would be screwed in this class.”

      “I’m not a genius,” Jason said defensively.

      “Okay, Mr. four-point-one GPA.”

      Jason shrugged. “I’m a try hard.”

      Taylor laughed. “Try-hards can’t have an A in AP Calc and not pay attention in class.”

      They walked, talked, and laughed down the busy hallway until reaching her locker. It was decorated with glimmering streamers and loads of pictures. Some pictures featured her friends, Brittany and Megan. Brittany was thin and had soft-looking blonde hair. Whenever Jason had talked to Brittany, she had been nice but came off a little shy. Megan, on the other hand, was more outspoken and boisterous. Her flamboyant red hair was only matched by her energy. Based on his interactions with her, she seemed always eager to do something and craved adventure.

      Other pictures on Taylor’s locker included her cheerleading during sporting events, her working at a charity event, and her friends Brittany and Megan.

      Jason spotted pictures of him and Taylor together. One picture was taken after his basketball game on Senior Night, and another after they had ridden a roller coaster last summer. He remembered Taylor running to the bathroom to puke after they’d taken the picture. She even had a picture from when they were little kids, no older than seven. Her parents had taken them tubing on the lake.

      “Got any plans for tonight?” Taylor asked as she began putting her books and notebooks away.

      “Going to help my dad at the shop,” Jason responded.

      “Ugh, I don’t know how you work there. You get covered in dirt and oil and stuff.”

      Jason worked at Phoenix Auto Shop, which was owned by his dad, Thomas Phoenix. He had been working in the shop since he could pick up a wrench. It wasn’t the best job in the world, but it was great to listen to classic rock and spend time with his dad and brother.

      “It’s not that bad,” Jason responded.

      “All I know is, if I get a flat, I’m screwed.”

      “If you want, I can teach you how to change a tire,” Jason offered.

      “Really?” Taylor said doubtfully.

      One of the first things he had learned was how to change a tire. At the shop, many orders included people wanting their tires rotated, brakes replaced, or the calipers adjusted. He could change a tire in his sleep. There was even a time when he had been driving to school, and his tire got punctured by a nail in the road. He had changed the tire in less than five minutes and still made it on time for class. He knew he could teach her how to change a tire. He could barely contain his excitement until …

      “Brandon!” Taylor squealed.

      Brandon Cruise, Taylor’s boyfriend, picked her up and twirled her in a circle before setting her back down. Brandon had jet-black hair that looked like it had too much product in it. He wore jeans, a black AC/DC shirt under his letterman jacket, and red athletic sneakers. Brandon was the quarterback for the football team. But most importantly, he was a jerk. Brandon leaned in and kissed her. The kiss made Jason feel many emotions—uncomfortable, sad, angry … he didn’t know a word for all of them. He knew she was happy being with Brandon, and her being happy made him happy, but he thought she could do better. Thank God that they finally stopped kissing. Jason thought he might have to use a crowbar to pry them apart.

      “How was your day?” Taylor’s excitement had not diminished.

      “A lot better now.” Brandon still had his hands all over her.

      “Let me finish this.” Taylor had escaped Brandon’s grasp and went back to her locker. It was then that Brandon noticed Jason, and his smile vanished.

      “Need something, Phoenix?” Brandon asked.

      Brandon didn’t look thrilled to see him. His eyes scrunched together; his jaw clenched. For years, the two had mutually despised one another. It first started back in elementary school when Brandon had pushed him off the jungle gym on the playground, breaking his arm. Jason never went on the jungle gym again. Then, in middle school, Brandon had started a rumor that Jason had peed his pants in class. What had actually happened was that Brandon had poured water on his pants. But mostly, they didn’t get along because of Jason and Taylor’s friendship. It was obvious Jason liked Taylor, and she would talk about him around Brandon. This made Brandon feel jealous and insecure.

      “I was talking to Taylor,” Jason responded.

      “Well, we’re about to take off, so,” Brandon pointed his thumb behind him, “you can leave.” Brandon glared at him.

      Jason returned the favor and glared back at Brandon. Jason straightened up and puffed out his chest, trying to look bigger. But it was useless. Brandon easily had four inches on him and weighed a lot more. But none of that mattered. Jason wasn’t backing down.

      Jason shook his head. “No, I’m good.”

      Brandon squared himself up and took a few steps toward him. Less than a foot apart, Brandon had his hands clenched and chest puffed. He knew Brandon was trying to intimidate him. With Brandon being bigger and stronger than him, Jason didn’t want an altercation, but he also didn’t want to leave.

      “I wasn’t asking,” Brandon said. “Go.”

      Brandon pushed Jason backward. Students passing by saw what happened. Some gasped, and some made the typical oooooooh noises. Taylor hadn’t seen it but sensed the conflict brewing and looked up. A worried look filled her face, but she said nothing. The smart thing for Jason to do would have been to leave and avoid making a scene. But he wasn’t surrendering. He wouldn’t back down and let Brandon push him around like he did everyone else.

      “No. Make me,” Jason said.

      Many students had stopped to watch. Several kids pointed and whispered. Others had their phones out recording in case something happened. Brandon scoffed and smiled, sending a chill down Jason’s spine.

      Wham!

      Brandon punched Jason in the face. His vision went blurry, and his ears were ringing. Despite being disoriented, he could still make out the big, blurry blob that was Brandon and heard kids chanting, “Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!” The next thing he knew, he was slammed into the lockers, disorienting him even more. Then Brandon grabbed him with one hand, pinning him against the lockers, and balled his other hand into a fist aimed at Jason’s face. Everything seemed to slow down. Jason could taste the blood running down his face. He heard Taylor begging for them to stop. Despite all the chaos that was happening, he dodged Brandon’s next strike. Brandon clutched his hand in pain as he’d hit the lockers when he’d missed. This was Jason’s opportunity to attack.

      But before Jason could retaliate, teachers ran down the hall, screaming at students to move aside. They spotted him and Brandon. The teachers restrained the two boys, pinning their hands behind their backs. It took two teachers to control Brandon, but eventually, he was corralled. Jason fought with all his strength to get at Brandon; he wanted to lay into him.

      “Don’t, Jason,” the teacher whispered. He’s not worth it.”

      He knew it was useless to resist and decided cooperating would be best. Brandon struggled, yelling and cursing as he tried to free himself. The teachers escorted them down the hall. Jason looked at Taylor and saw tears streaming down her face. This made his heart ache. He couldn’t believe the pain he’d caused her.
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        * * *

      

      Jason sat outside the principal’s office, listening to the conversation between the principal and Brandon inside the office. According to Brandon, it had all started because Jason had been harassing Taylor, and when Brandon had told him to leave, Jason had started cursing at him. Brandon’s lie made him despise the guy even more. What a piece of work, Jason told himself.

      He wondered why the guy was such a jerk. Perhaps it had something to do with his parents’ divorce a few years ago. After the divorce, Brandon’s mom moved away, leaving him alone with his dad. As hard as that could be, it doesn’t excuse his behavior, Jason thought to himself.

      While Jason waited, he nursed his cheek, which was seriously hurting now. He could feel a nice-sized bruise that was probably already turning purple. He also had a headache coming on. He wondered if he had a concussion. As much as his face hurt, he was in more agony, picturing Taylor crying. She was upset over something he had caused. He would also have to face his dad to top it off. He could already imagine how disappointed his dad would be. He dreaded that conversation much more than the one he was about to have.

      After an eternity of suffering from the anxiety of sitting in the waiting area, Brandon emerged with a huge smirk on his face. That smirk always filled Jason with anger. Brandon stepped on Jason’s shoe on his way out, and pain shot through his foot.

      “Sorry,” Brandon said cynically as he paraded out the door.

      “Mr. Phoenix,” a voice called, summoning Jason into the principal’s office.

      He had been in the principal’s office before but never because he was in trouble. He’d received awards, taken pictures, and had great conversations in this room. The pictures on the walls of people smiling at him had always made him smile back at them. But now he didn’t feel like smiling.

      Jason sat across from Mrs. Stein, the principal of Munsen High School. She was a middle-aged woman with a certain warmth about her. But he wasn’t feeling the warmth today. She was leaning forward on her desk, hands folded, and eyes knitted tight. She was studying him. The silence was horrible, but he thought it would be better not to speak first. After concluding her observation, Mrs. Stein spoke.

      “Why, Jason?” she asked.

      Jason was thrown off by the question. Why did he start the fight? Why had the fight happened? Then a realization occurred to him, did she believe Brandon’s story? If so, he could be in some serious trouble.

      Jason retold everything that happened, starting from when he and Taylor had left class, then talking at her locker, Brandon showing up, and then egging Brandon into the fight, leading to Brandon punching him. Once he was done, Mrs. Stein didn’t look satisfied.

      “Thank you for your honesty, Jason,” Mrs. Stein said, “but you haven’t answered my question.”

      If Jason hadn’t been confused before, he was now. He had told her everything. Was she playing a mind game? He looked at her like she had said Justin Bieber was an alien from another galaxy.

      “I know why you got into that fight today,” Mrs. Stein said.

      “You do?” Jason wasn’t sure where she was going with this.

      “Two boys fighting over a girl. Never gets old.”

      How did Mrs. Stein know that the fight was over Taylor? Did she know he had a crush on Taylor? He had mentioned her but didn’t remember talking about her much. She must have put two and two together. He no longer felt anxious. He was flat-out, embarrassed. Knowing that she knew his feelings toward Taylor made his skin crawl. Mrs. Stein could tell he was uncomfortable and decided it would be best to move on.

      “However, it doesn’t warrant physical violence. You will not be punished, but it will go on your permanent record, and I will be contacting your father,” Mrs. Stein informed him.

      Jason was surprised! He knew that Mrs. Stein would tell his dad what happened, and that the incident would go down on his permanent record, but he had expected to receive detention. However, with only one week of school left and him being a senior, it wouldn’t make sense for him to serve a detention. It didn’t matter, though. He knew the punishment his father had in store for him would be much worse than a month’s worth of detention.

      “You can go,” Mrs. Stein said, dismissing him.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Stein.”

      “Just be on your best behavior.”

      Jason shook Mrs. Stein’s hand and thanked her again before leaving her office. He did his best to sneak into his next class (Medieval History) but wasn’t a ninja.

      “Glad for you to join us, Jason,” a man with long, curly hair, a scruffy beard, and glasses greeted him.

      “Sorry I’m late, Mr. Rupert,” Jason apologized, finding his way to his seat.

      “It’s alright. I was getting ready to pass back term papers,” Mr. Rupert said, holding up a stack of papers. “I was very pleased with many of you. Some of you, not so much,” Mr. Rupert said, looking disappointed. “You will find your grade at the top of the first page and comments throughout.”

      Mr. Rupert began passing out the papers to students. Most students didn’t say or do much during the handing-back process. Only a couple of students scowled or gasped once they received their paper.

      “Hey, you, okay?” the boy next to Jason whispered.

      The boy was Drew Fletcher. Jason had known Drew since preschool, when they became best friends. Since then, they’d stuck together like white on rice. One thing they both loved was basketball. They’d played on the same team since elementary school. But sophomore year, Drew blew out his knee, and the doctor said he could never play again. Drew had decided to stay close to the game and Jason by becoming the basketball team's manager. They were truly inseparable.

      “About as good as I can be,” Jason whispered back.

      “Does it hurt?” Drew asked, gesturing to Jason’s giant purple bruise.

      Before Jason could respond, Mr. Rupert approached them and handed them their papers.

      “Good work, Jason,” Mr. Rupert said.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Mr. Rupert smiled and returned to his desk at the front of the class.

      “Oh my god, seriously?!” Drew whispered.

      Drew held up his paper so Jason could see. It was covered with scribbles, scratches, and notes everywhere. At the top of the page, the number seventy-two was circled. Clearly, Drew thought that he deserved better, but Mr. Rupert thought differently. Mr. Rupert, or Mr. R as the students called him because he resembled a pirate from the Pirates of the Caribbean, was a strict teacher. He demanded the very best from his students.

      “This is so stupid,” Drew said. “What did you get?”

      Jason looked down at his paper, and his stomach dropped. He didn’t feel like saying it out loud, so he just showed Drew.

      “A ninety-five!” Drew gasped. “How?”

      “I don’t know, man,” Jason responded, but he did.

      He and Drew had spent time together working on their papers. That time was very minimal, though. Jason had spent a lot of time on his own proofreading, critiquing, and revising his essay. He had read over Drew’s paper and offered suggestions that could help him, but he’d been so preoccupied with his own essay and other schoolwork that Jason hadn’t helped his friend out as much. Plus, Drew probably had read his essay one time after getting Jason’s help and then just submitted the thing.

      “You can talk about your essays on your own time,” Mr. Rupert said, shooting a look toward Jason and Drew, cueing them to be quiet.

      Mr. Rupert thought it would be a good idea to have a review session to help prepare the class for the final. For the remainder of the period, he read straight from the slides, only pausing to push his glasses back into position. As nice as Mr. Rupert was, he was extremely boring to listen to. The combination of his monotone voice and Jason’s headache had Jason struggling to keep his eyes open. He was glad, though, because every time his eyes closed, he would see Taylor from his dream with her luscious brown hair, dazzling green eyes, and a smile that made his heart flutter.

      Ring!

      The school bell sounded, signaling the end of the period and snapping Jason back awake. As amazing as it was to see Taylor again, he was relieved to be done with that class.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Drew said, still upset over the grade he had gotten on his paper.

      To be fair, not a whole lot of people would be happy with Drew’s grade. Jason wasn’t the best at comforting people, but with Drew being his best friend, he had to give it a try.

      “I know, but I’m going to help you study for the final,” Jason reassured him.

      He knew that he could help Drew study for the final. Now, getting him a good grade? That could take some work. Drew would understand things when they studied together, but his tests would always come back bad. Maybe he was just a bad test-taker. No matter what, Jason wanted to help his friend do well on the final. Drew’s face said he was grateful but not hopeful.

      “Alright, see you at lunch,” Drew said.

      “Later.” Jason waved goodbye to his friend and walked to his next class.

      In AP Biology, they dissected rats in the lab. All the girls were freaking out during the lab, and some guys acted squeamish, which Jason thought was hilarious. He was happy to hear he’d flawlessly completed the lab.

      When the next bell sounded, it was time for lunch. Jason’s stomach growled like a hungry lion as he walked to the cafeteria, but he felt like a cow being herded to a barn with all the students heading to lunch. He could smell the food before he entered the cafeteria. The sound of the grills and fryers cooking made his stomach growl even louder. Today on the menu was chicken alfredo with broccoli and a breadstick that was more stick than bread. Jason got his lunch and made his way toward the back of the cafeteria where he usually sat.

      Sitting at the table already were Drew and Chris. Chris Walker was another one of Jason’s friends whom he had met through basketball. But, sophomore year, Chris had gotten into it with the coach for not making the varsity roster and was kicked off the team. Jason expected their friendship to phase out after that, but he was wrong. Chris still came to all the basketball games and hung out with him and Drew.

      “Hey, Jason,” Drew greeted him. “We were just talking about who is hotter, Emilia Clarke or Gal Gadot. Chris says I’m crazy for saying Gal.”

      “That’s because you are crazy,” Chris stated.

      “How am I crazy?”

      “Dude, have you seen Game of Thrones?” Chris asked sarcastically.

      “You know I have,” Drew responded.

      “Then you know how smoking hot Daenerys is,” Chris said. “I mean, come on, she has a body that just. Won’t. Quit.” Chris pounded his fist on the table, emphasizing his point.

      “Jeez, calm down, Chris. We get it,” Drew said.

      “I mean, back me up here, Jason.” Chris turned to Jason for support. But Jason sided with Drew on this one.

      Jason shrugged. “I’m more of a brunette guy.”

      “Pfft,” Chris scoffed.

      “What?” Jason was confused at Chris’s amusement.

      “Come on,” Chris said, putting down his food. “We all know why you’re into brunettes. In fact, the whole school knows.”

      The smirk on Chris’s face made Jason’s face boil. As good a friend as Chris could be, he could also be a real dick. Jason knew about all the stuff Chris had gone through. He knew that Chris’s dad had left when he was born. He knew Chris’s mom was struggling to make ends meet. And he knew Chris had to work full-time to help pay the bills and put food on the table. But just because he had a hard life didn’t mean he got to give other people a hard time.

      The table was completely silent. The silence was broken as Daniel joined them.

      “What’s up?” Daniel asked the table.

      “Nothing, right?” Drew looked at Jason and Chris, making sure neither would escalate the situation further.

      Jason wanted to say anything to wipe the smug smile off Chris’s face, but he didn’t. He knew that anything he said wouldn’t make him feel better.

      “Yep,” Jason responded while looking down at his food. He did not dare look at Chris, fearing he might change his mind and say something he would regret.

      “Okay …” Daniel looked confused like he had missed something.

      Being brothers, Jason and Daniel looked almost the same with their short, sandy-blonde hair, prominent cheekbones, and brilliant blue eyes. Even though he was younger, Daniel was a couple of inches taller than Jason, which he always reminded Jason of when given the chance. Daniel had on an athletic T-shirt under his letterman, a pair of sneakers, and jeans with holes in them because that’s what was cool, according to him. Once again, that was just a topic they didn’t agree on. The two were very similar yet very different at the same time.

      “Coach wasn’t happy you skipped today,” Jason said to his brother.

      “Why? It’s optional,” Daniel responded.

      Jason had hoped Daniel would have been a little remorseful about missing practice. But honestly, this was exactly what he had been expecting from him. The only reason Daniel did anything was if it sounded fun or if he had to, which, in some cases, he still didn’t do.

      “Don’t you want to get better?” Annoyance was beginning to creep up inside Jason.

      “Why? We aren’t going pro or anything,” Daniel said. “Why bust my ass for something that doesn’t matter?”

      Jason sighed and shook his head in frustration. He loved Daniel, but he didn’t understand him sometimes. Daniel was just as good, if not better, at basketball than him. Deciding that fighting with Daniel wasn’t worth it, he let it go.

      “Anyway, what were you guys talking about?” Daniel asked, changing the subject.

      “We were having a friendly debate over who’s hotter, Emilia Clarke or Gal Gadot,” Drew said.

      “Oh, Gal Gadot, easily,” Daniel said. Drew pumped his fist in the air victoriously.

      “You’re all wrong and stupid,” Chris hissed.

      “Hmm, if we all agree, does that mean we’re the stupid ones?” Jason proposed.

      “Yes,” Chris insisted.

      “Hold up, you’re on to something, Jay,” Drew said. “If we all agree, and Chris is the only one who doesn’t, technically, that makes him the stupid and wrong one.”

      “Shut up,” Chris said. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      For the rest of lunch, they talked about a lot of things, like sports and movies, and Chris ranted on about his new favorite show, Death Wish.

      “Last week, Dr. Augustine kidnapped this guy, tied each of his limbs to a contraption he made, and stretched the guy until each of his limbs was ripped off,” Chris said with too much glee.

      “And you find this show entertaining?” Jason asked, sounding disconcerted.

      “Oh yeah! Every week, he finds a new and cooler way to waste people. It’s awesome!” Chris had on a disturbing smile.

      “That sounds terrifying,” Drew commented, his face filled with disgust.

      Ring!

      The bell sounded once again, signaling the end of lunch. After saying goodbye to his brother, Jason, Drew, and Chris all walked to their fourth class of the day, Mythography of Monsters. This was one of Jason’s favorite classes. They read books containing famous monsters. They had read The Odyssey, Beowulf, and, of course, Twilight. It turns out that Jason enjoyed reading Twilight more than he thought he would. He was team Jacob; Edward was too gloomy and creepy for Jason. The class went by quickly.

      Ring!

      At the sound of the bell, Jason and Drew waved goodbye to Chris and made their way to their last class.

      “Glad we only got one more week of Homeroom,” Drew stated.

      “Yeah, definitely,” Jason agreed.

      Homeroom was a period every Munsen student had to be in. It wasn’t exactly a class because students weren’t taught anything. But the school insisted that, for twenty minutes a day, students would meet with the same teacher and students in the same classroom. The teachers said homeroom gave students a break from school and a foundation to blossom, which was a bunch of bull. Jason knew the truth. The real reason was to help students make friends by forcing them to be around the same kids every day and to keep track of students' grades through mandatory weekly grade reviews.

      “A waste of twenty minutes, if you ask me,” Drew said, turning into his classroom.

      “Right, I’ll catch you later.” Jason’s class was a bit further down the hall.

      “Later, gator,” Drew said as Jason left his good friend.

      Jason wasn’t the first person to arrive. Many students were in their normal seats engaged in conversation; others had their heads buried in their phones, some were doing homework, and one kid was playing on his Nintendo. A couple of kids acknowledged him as he passed by them, making his way to his spot towards the back of the room.

      After hearing the bell ring, signaling the beginning of class, the door closed.

      “Good afternoon, everyone,” a woman said, greeting the class. “How are you all doing?” Mrs. Neal was their Homeroom teacher. She was in her early thirties and had as much energy as someone who’d just chugged three Red Bulls.

      “Good,” the class responded, not sharing her energy.

      “Come on, guys, we only have one more week together,” she said. “It’s hard to believe how fast time flies, right?”

      It was hard for Jason to believe his time at Munsen High was coming to an end. He could remember his dad dropping him off and wishing him good luck on his first day. He remembered how clueless and lost he had felt trying to find all his classes. He even remembered failing to open his locker and walking away like that was what he had meant to do.

      Now he knew everything there was to know about the place, like the fact there were one hundred eleven classrooms, that the last Friday of every month was Pizza Friday, and that the thirteenth step on one flight of stairs squeaked. He even knew that when it rained, water would get in the air ducts and make weird sounds.

      “Well, there are a couple of things we need to do before next Friday,” Mrs. Neal announced, “starting with this.” Mrs. Neal presented a stack of papers and began passing them out.

      Mrs. Neal handed Jason a piece of paper. Taking it in his hands, Jason could see that it read, “Senior Reflection.”

      Jason sighed in exasperation. He hated questionnaires, especially boring ones, which was exactly what the senior reflection appeared to be. It was just a bunch of dull questions all getting at the same thing—how their high school experience had been. The questionnaire was three pages long and relentlessly bombarded them with question after question. Questions like:

      Do you feel Munsen has prepared you for your future academic career?

      Has your high school experience influenced your way of thinking?

      List three qualities you’ve gained while being at Munsen.

      Jason looked around and saw most kids hastily writing, just blowing through the questions, except for one kid who had folded his into a paper airplane. Seeing he was the last one to get started (besides the paper airplane guy), he reached into his backpack, pulled out a pencil, and reluctantly began answering the questions.

      Jason had just finished when the bell rang, releasing the students for the weekend. He packed up his things and dropped his paper off on Mrs. Neals’s desk.

      “Excited for next week, Jason?” Mrs. Neal asked him.

      “Kind of. Can’t believe next week is it, you know?”

      “Yeah, it’s hard to believe. It seems like yesterday you all were just tiny freshmen,” Mrs. Neal said, reminiscing.

      “Sure does,” Jason agreed. “Well, have a good weekend.”

      “Oh wait, you forgot to answer a question.”

      He turned to see Mrs. Neal pointing to a blank spot where his answer should have been.

      “Yeah, I didn’t have an answer,” Jason said.

      “Really?” Mrs. Neal asked. “It just wants to know what you want to do when you grow up.”

      If Jason had a dollar for every time he had been asked that question, he wouldn’t need to work when he got older. During holidays, family get-togethers, and even at Saturday night dinners, he got asked this question all the time. And each time, he regurgitated the same response, “I don’t know.” He knew he wanted a career helping other people, but there was one problem: he didn’t know what career to choose. Teachers didn’t earn enough money. Becoming a doctor or lawyer
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