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      unconscionable (adj.) shockingly unfair, unjust, not principled

      

      When I heard the doorbell, and then Hank’s traitorous voice, I huddled at the top of the stairs and listened.

      What was he doing here? Had he come to sprinkle some coarse Himalayan salt on the gaping, festering wound that was our friendship?

      At that point I hadn’t selected a word of the day, but it would be something with a negative connotation… an adjective that really captured the essence of Hank Boyd—betrayer in the first degree.

      “Can you give Hannah this?” Hank said. “It’s from Mrs. McFarland.”

      Mrs. McFarland was Stacy’s mom. Stacy was the missing girl that Hank’s dog, Chaucer, found buried on Pelican Island over the summer. She called us heroes in the Vista Point Voice after we discovered her daughter’s body. I’m not sure how heroic it is to tell the parent of a missing child that their kid isn’t just missing. I certainly don’t hold the surgeon who told us about my brother on a pedestal, but maybe you lower your threshold for heroism when your kid’s been nowhere to be found for thirty-five years.

      “Of course,” Mom told Hank.

      Then he went and said it!

      “I’m really sorry about your son. That must’ve been awful.”

      Is there a good way for a nine-year-old to die?

      “Oh? Hannah told you?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      He mumbled because he knew it was a lie. I didn’t tell him anything about Ben! He freaking invaded my privacy! Pried into my past. Googled the crap out of my family!

      “Well, that’s good news if she talked to you about it,” Mom said. “She must really trust you.”

      I did trust him. Which obviously was a sizeable error in judgment.

      “She took Ben’s death extremely hard.”

      And what—Mom—you didn’t?

      “We all did. It was an accident, but Hannah blamed herself. She usually met Ben at his classroom, and they waited in front of the school for me to pick them up. That afternoon she was late. Hannah thought she could’ve done something to prevent it if she’d been there. She was broken for a long time.”

      I peeked around the corner and saw him nod. What a phony! That personal stuff hadn’t been in any of the news articles. In fact, why was Mom talking to him?

      “We moved here for a fresh start—to get away from the memories. We were so excited when she met you. You took her under your wing and eased the transition to a new place. You’re the first friend she’s had in years.”

      Jeez, why not just tell him about my breakdown, too?

      “The kids back home didn’t know how to relate to her after Ben’s death. She missed a lot of school in fifth grade. When she finally returned, middle school had started, and the kids had moved on without her. She felt even more left-out and isolated. The depression got so bad we had to place her in the hospital.”

      I put my head in my hands as my brain exploded. He’s going to think I’m crazy! Fourteen-year-olds don’t differentiate between crazy and mental health crisis!

      “It’s a major breakthrough that she talked to you about Ben,” Mom said. “She’s lucky to have you.”

      “Please tell her I’m sorry,” Hank said. “She’ll know what I mean.”

      A lump formed in my throat.

      “I will. See you soon, okay?” Mom closed the door, then yelled my name, not knowing I was just around the turn of the stairs. By then I was crying.

      “What?” I groaned.

      “What’s wrong? You’ve been like this for days,” she said, sitting down on the step next to me. “Hank was just here. He brought this card and told me to tell you he’s sorry. Did you have a fight?”

      I nodded.

      “I sort of figured that after how you acted at the TV interview a couple of weeks ago. What did he do that’s so bad? Something unforgiveable?”

      I nodded.

      Of course, it was unforgiveable.

      Mom turned to me with a look of deep concern. “Did he hurt you?”

      I nodded.

      She stood up. “I’m going to kill him! What did he do?”

      I shook my head.

      She touched my shoulder. “Tell me. How did he hurt you?”

      I snapped. “He investigated me like I was some cold case! I didn’t tell him about Ben—he found out on his own by nosing around in my room. He read my fifth-grade yearbook and then Googled Ben!”

      Mom let out a sigh. “Well, thank god. I thought he, um… did something horrible.”

      “He did do something horrible!”

      “You said he hurt you. I thought he, you know… touched you or something.”

      I gawked at Mom.

      “Gross!” I said. “He freaks out if you even think about his personal space! Chaucer is the only person allowed inside his force field.”

      “Chaucer? His dog?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Mom sat back down and patted my knee. “Well, I’m glad to hear he didn’t”—she cleared her throat—“physically hurt you. And, while I understand that you feel betrayed that he went behind your back, don’t you think it’s better he knows what you’ve been through?”

      I shook my head. “That is so very glass-half-full of you, Mom.”

      She stood again and grinned. “IKR.”

      Mom offered her hand and pulled me to a standing position.

      “Please don’t talk in text. It’s creepy.”

      “I like Hank,” Mom said, “even if he did lose you on an uninhabited island. And for those seconds that I thought he was a sex offender, I didn’t want to believe it. I think you should give him another chance. Just let yourself be encouraged by his interest in your backstory. Don’t focus on the snooping; focus on the feelings that prompted him to snoop. He cares.”

      I wiped the tears from my cheeks and nodded.

      “Does he blink like that all the time?” Mom asked.

      “You noticed? I thought maybe I was imagining it.”

      “No, he definitely has some sort of tic,” Mom said. “Maybe Tourette’s.”

      “What’s that?”

      “One of my college roomates had it. She would clear her throat repeatedly when she was trying to fall asleep at night. I think it’s more common in boys than girls, but she had it. I had to sleep with ear plugs, which ended up being good practice for dealing with your father’s snoring.”

      “I wonder if the kids at school have noticed his blinking?”

      “It’s pretty hard to miss. I guess you’ll find out tomorrow.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Yeah… the first day of school. Can’t wait.”

      “Well, you already have one good friend, if you can look past his mistake. Plus, there’s the kids you met on the swim team this summer. And with all the news stories about you and Hank, you’ll probably be signing autographs by this time tomorrow.”

      “Doubt it.”
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      In the United States, buses carry about 25 million kids to and from school each day. On average, five children die each year in school-provided transportation, which represents less than one percent of all traffic fatalities nationwide. In fact, students are seventy percent more likely to arrive at school safely taking the bus than if they ride in a car. Because school buses are so large and heavily regulated by the government, deaths in bus accidents are usually the drivers of the other vehicles involved in the accident, not the bus passengers. For more information on accidental deaths, see Forensics 411 episode 19, Ticket to Die.

      

      I stood at the intersection between my house and Hannah’s, thinking about her “word of the day” ritual. She was always trying to expand her vocabulary. If she could read my mind, she’d describe my current state as trepidation. I would say dread. She’d flash me a smile and say, “That’s why one of us is going to win a Pulitzer Prize, and one of us isn’t!”

      But she hadn’t spoken to me in weeks.

      The festival of good vibes Mom had showered on me over the previous week was well-intentioned but ineffective. In my life, nothing good ever seemed to stick. Happy times, friends, even my father didn’t linger. Hannah had proved to be a brief peak in my trough-laden life.

      I tried some of my shrink’s self-talk while I waited for the bus to come.

      “It’s a new year, a new school, a new bus. Maybe Dillon Buckley moved to some remote nation without internet or cell service. Your new haircut looks good. You’ve got a thousand followers, plus five hundred new subscribers to Forensics 411. You’re the ninth most popular forensic blogger on the web. You’re on your way to being a social media influencer!” I took a cleansing breath. “And you know what Dr. Blanchard said last time, ‘Only you have the power to change your narrative!’”

      That was my shrink’s advice: change my narrative. He said that a new school was the perfect time for me to make a fresh start, but I needed to make it happen. If I waited for Dillon Buckley to change, I would be waiting a long time. It was up to me. Yes. My mom paid a hundred sixty bucks an hour for that non-solution to my problems!

      The roar of the bus’s diesel engine brought me out of my fantasy where Dillon had relocated to a land far, far away.

      My same bus driver from middle school was back with her coffee breath and continuing battle with female pattern baldness. She seemed as unhappy to be there as I was. Was every high school freshman as miserable as a school bus driver, or was it just me?

      I got on. Avoiding eye contact, I quickly pushed through the aisle and collapsed onto an empty seat about half-way back.

      I searched the reflections in my window for Dillon’s sandy blond hair, vacant yet feral eyes, and smug expression. According to what someone scratched into a cafeteria table in seventh grade, he had quite a pair of “soccer player legs,” as well.

      Whatever that meant.

      I stole a glance toward the front of the bus where he’d had an assigned seat all the way through middle school. Theoretically, I suppose he deserved to start high school with a clean slate, but we all knew that wouldn’t last long. He just couldn’t help himself. He’d smart-mouth the bus driver sooner rather than later. The other kids on the bus would egg him on. His demonic tendencies would be affirmed—his leadership role among his peers, cemented.

      After confirming that Dillon was not on the bus, I remembered his brother was an upperclassman and probably driving him to school. Since their family owned a car dealership, I pictured them in an obnoxiously loud muscle car, skidding into the school parking lot with music blaring like some bad teen movie. One, maybe both, would perch on the hood of their car as passersby paid tribute.

      I sat back, exhaled, and relaxed. Most of my horrible middle school days had begun with an unpleasant—sometimes torturous—bus ride, courtesy of Dillon Buckley. Perhaps this year would be different.

      Suddenly the driver slammed on the brakes and everyone, as dictated by their considerable immaturity, let out exaggerated groans.

      The driver opened the doors, and Hannah scurried up the steps.

      She was different. Her normally frizzy hair was straight and not spanning three time zones. Large block letters across her chest identified the maker of her shirt. Was she wearing makeup?

      The metamorphosis had begun. She looked like one of them.

      As Hannah surveyed the crowd, I lowered my eyes to spare us both. Rejection was worse when it came with eye contact.

      I glanced up for a second while she floated through the narrow aisle, bumping kids’ arms and backpacks as she made her way toward the back of the bus. She raised her hand above shoulder-height and moved it right, then left, then right again.

      A wave?

      “Can I sit here?” she asked, standing beside me.

      “Um, sure,” I answered, pulling my backpack off the seat.

      After she sat, she said, “You know, in most western societies, when someone waves at you, you’re supposed to wave back. Do we need to review that again?”

      “Nope,” I answered, smiling back. “I’m good.”

      She nodded. “Me, too.”

      We made small talk on the bus, mostly about our schedules, but inside I celebrated.

      We didn’t have any classes together, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
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      egocentric (adj.) regarding the self as the center of all things

      

      Having survived the bus and homeroom, first period math was the next major obstacle to navigate. I spotted an empty seat next to a pretty girl with long, enviably straight hair. Mine was naturally curly and ultra-frizzy. Keeping its circumference smaller than Jupiter was a daily challenge involving deep-conditioning, a flat iron, and lots of product. For the first day of school, I had tamed the beast to near-perfection.

      That well-proportioned, acne-free girl positioned herself in the middle of the classroom in a sea of empty seats. From the back of the room, I watched girls trickle in and flock to her like attentive forest creatures surrounding Snow White in nature’s very own living room.

      Any teenage girl with the most rudimentary understanding of the high school social hierarchy knew that she was the person to friend.

      Her ladies in waiting carried themselves with the confidence of runway models, not the apologetic comportment of many fourteen-year-old girls who volleyed between wanting to be noticed and wishing they were invisible. They didn’t have to rely on the color of their orthodontic rubber bands to draw the eye to their flawless faces. They let their clear complexions, compliant hair, and teen couture do the talking. Not a bad hair day among them.

      Like a struggling nation gawking at the modernized world with envy, drooling over the telephone poles and paved roads, I slid into the throng of the obviously popular girls as if I belonged. It was a bold pre-emptive strike, but if I waited for an invitation, it might not ever come.

      Finally, the pretty girl turned, surveyed me from head to toe, arched her eyebrows and said, “Who are you?”

      “I’m Hannah Simmons. I moved here from Pittsburgh over the summer.”

      “I’m Madison Talbot. My father owns the McDiggle’s. I get everything I want for free—so do my friends.”

      She turned around and called to Lexi Nguyen, a dark-haired girl I knew from the neighborhood’s summer swim team. “Lexi, why are you sitting all the way over there? Come.” She patted the empty desk in front of her.

      Lexi scampered over and said, “Madison, I love those earrings!”

      “Thanks, Lex.” She touched them. “I picked them up at Blue Moon.”

      “No way!” Lexi said, “That’s where I got this bracelet.”

      “Nice,” Madison said with a giggle. “We should go shopping together some time.” Then she turned back to me and folded a stick of gum into her mouth.

      “Pittstown… that’s in the mountains, right?”

      “Pittsburgh is in Pennsylvania,” I answered.

      She chewed her gum robustly, as if it had societal implications that reached far beyond the walls of Vista Point High School.

      “A Yankee, huh? Where do you live?”

      “Bending Oak Drive.”

      “What’s your father do for a living?” She cracked her gum.

      “He’s an attorney.”

      “Not one of those public defenders?” She wrinkled her nose as if she smelled the unwashed masses that populated a public defender’s humble law office.

      “No, he works at Patterson, Presler and Moore in Wilmington.”

      She nodded and shrugged one shoulder. “That’ll do.”

      Madison cracked another small bubble between her teeth. “Bending Oak Drive?” She turned to Lexi. “That’s in your neighborhood, isn’t it? Doesn’t Forensic Freak live there?”

      “Boomer?” Lexi asked. “Yeah, he lives in the old part. My mom says someone needs to tear down his shack and build something nice like they did with that home for criminally insane kids.”

      That was my house she was talking about. Apparently, it had a long, storied past.

      “That house wasn’t a group home for the criminally insane; it had just been vacant a long time. My parents were the ones that bought it.”

      “Good job tearing that dump down,” Madison said. “We need more people like your parents in this town.”

      “Thanks.” Feeling confident, I added, “And Boomer goes by Hank now.”

      Madison gave me a silent dressing-down with her eyes then laughed melodramatically.

      “Oh, my god! You’re friends with Forensic Freak?”

      Lexi piped in. “He’s totally weird!” She leaned toward me. “You know he’s got that stupid web show, right?”

      A strawberry blonde girl took the seat beside Madison. “Why would anyone like dead people? They’re so boring,” she said. “Boomer is such a creeper. I heard he’s one of those necromancers!”

      A wizard? She thought Hank was a wizard.

      “What’s a necromancer?” Lexi asked the strawberry blonde.

      “It’s somebody who does it with dead people!” the girl answered. She gave me the once-over and said, “I’m Madysen H. I spell mine M-A-D-Y-S-E-N.”

      I shook my head. “A necromancer isn’t a person who—”

      “Did you see what Dillon posted last week on Forensic Freak’s home page?” Madison T asked.

      “What screen name was he using?” Madysen H asked with a snort.

      Madison T shook her head and laughed harder. “CorpseKitty. He cracks me up with all his screen names. He asked some stupid question about kidnappings, and The Freak went on and on about it. I guess when you don’t have any friends, you’ve got lots of free time to answer stupid questions from fake followers.”

      The girls all laughed.

      “I can just see him spastically blinking,” Lexi said in a mocking voice, “‘Gee, CorpseKitty, that’s an excellent question!’”

      I smiled slightly and nodded as if to agree.

      I had seen that post. Hank had given CorpseKitty a well-thought-out answer to the kidnapping question. It probably had taken him hours to write, and I’m sure he was excited to do it. He loved anyone who showed an interest in forensics. The truth that Dillon Buckley was CorpseKitty would crush him as much as when I’d told him that AutopsyAl was actually Dillon.

      Were any of Hank’s followers real people?

      As the girls’ giggles subsided, Madison T blew a bubble.

      “OMG! I know where I’ve seen you!” She pointed at me then addressed the other girls. “She’s the frizzy-haired girl from the newspaper that was working with Freak!”

      “Her hair’s not frizzy now,” Lexi stated with a blank expression, still clearly unaware of our swim team connection.

      Madison T snarled at me. “Look, Nancy Drew, it’s your fault Dillon’s grandfather and great-uncle lost their jobs! You know they might go to jail! You made a big mistake getting mixed up with Boomer Boyd!”

      I thought that when people recognized me as the girl who helped crack the Stacy McFarland case over the summer, they would consider me a hero. I certainly hadn’t expected them to think I was the bad guy. How could anyone possibly think that Hank and I had done something wrong? We only uncovered the crimes that the mayor and police chief committed. We were “hometown heroes”—the hosts of WBCH-TV had said so in front of the entire tri-county viewing audience.

      As Madison T verbally assaulted me, I melted silently into my desk, knowing that my one and only opportunity to breach the ranks of popularity had failed spectacularly and irreversibly.

      Choking back my emotions, I recalled the advice Mom gave me that morning as I left for school: “Be nice to everyone, and you’ll figure out where you fit. Be yourself, and you’ll be great.”

      I scanned the room, searching for an escape route. An empty seat next to Katelyn Calhoun, who’d also been on the neighborhood swim team, beckoned me.

      I grabbed my backpack and said, “I have trouble seeing the board. I’m just going to move up to the front.”

      Scurrying away like the rodent they thought I was, I heard Madison T smack her lips and say, “That little witch! Wait ‘til Dillon hears about this!”

      “Can I sit here?” I asked Katelyn.

      “Sure,” she answered, glancing back at Madison and her cohorts. “Diva issues?”

      I shrugged and rolled my eyes.

      “Look,” Katelyn said. “You can’t really blame the Madisons for their snark—especially Madison T. She has to balance popularity, cheerleading practice, and a boyfriend while maintaining a clear complexion and keeping her roots touched up. It’s a lot of responsibility.”

      “Is it true what they said about Hank—that everyone makes fun of him?”

      She seemed confused. “Who’s Hank?”

      “Hank Boyd. You guys know each other, don’t you? He said your mom and his mom were old friends.”

      “You mean Boomer?”

      “He goes by Hank now.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I heard the teacher call him that in homeroom. I didn’t realize he’d gone through identity reassignment, but I guess I don’t blame him. Everyone wants a fresh start in high school.” She nodded toward the Madisons. “You just never know whether they’ll let you have it or not.”
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      In 2014, the Centers for Disease Control and Department of Education released a joint report on bullying. They defined bullying as “unwanted aggressive behavior with an observed or perceived power imbalance.” For decades, researchers hypothesized that low self-esteem caused certain people to bully. However, today’s evidence shows that bullies bully others because they are narcissistic, have a sense of entitlement, or a disregard for other’s feelings, not low self-esteem. For more details, see Forensics 411 episode 46, “Bully for You.”

      

      After Hannah headed to homeroom, I opened my folder to a map of the school. I didn’t attend freshmen orientation because way too much of life was conducted in alphabetical order. Boyd and Buckley were uncomfortably close to each other. Going to orientation would’ve given Dillon the chance to turn all the kids with last names A through M against me before school even started. He had an incredible talent for manipulating people’s worst inclinations into equally deplorable actions. It was his gift.

      I’d highlighted all my class locations for quick reference, so I wouldn’t look like a freshman.

      I heard the sarcastic “oops” before I hit the floor.

      “Did you go boom?”

      I knew the jeering voice. And if my hearing ever failed, my nose would not. Each morning, he bathed himself in a vat of Ferocious cologne as if it were his very own pheromone, bottled for the pleasure of every teenage girl. The fumes he emitted typically warned me of his proximity, but that day he was down wind.

      Dillon the Villain.

      From the floor, I surveyed my surroundings. Dillon gawked above me—clearly not having relocated to Outer Mongolia or undergone significant personality changes over the summer.

      I stood.

      Two cronies flanked him, looking gleeful to be beginning a new year of battle in an unfamiliar theater with mysterious terrain to master; unaccustomed teachers to manipulate; novel subjects on which to cheat; ground-breaking homework to not do; and—though currently not indicated—new victims.

      They should be bored with me by now.

      “Love the new do,” Dillon said with an effeminate tone and flamboyant brandishing of his wrist. “Sure hope you don’t get gum stuck in it!” He laughed loudly and slapped his hand against his thigh. “Remember when that happened before? You had to get a buzz cut!”

      Dillon had been the one to grind a wad of chewed bubble gum into the back of my head in second grade. I’d kept the buzz cut until this summer when I made a number of changes to my persona.

      He glanced up to the second floor of the rotunda. “Say, where’s your friend, ’Fro White?” That was one of his nicknames for Hannah.

      I bent down to pick up my notebook, but Dillon beat me to it.

      “Sorry, that’s mine!” he said, with a smirk.

      What it must be like to be unburdened by sociological mores!

      “Oh, look!” Dillon said as he examined my highlighted building map. “Here’s a treasure map that tells us just where to find Forensic Freak every hour of the day.” He nodded to his henchmen. “That’s lucky for us!”

      I stood up to my full height and glared at Dillon.

      “That’s not a map of my classes; it’s a map of yours,” I said. “Keep it, so you don’t get lost!”

      I pivoted with authority and marched down the hall, leaving Dillon and his posse speechless.

      Under my breath I mumbled, “We’re gonna call that changing my narrative!”

      Granted, what I said made absolutely no sense whatsoever. It was a map of my classes, not his. Anyone with a semblance of intelligence would’ve known that. But it was, at that moment, the strongest stand I had ever taken against the boy who had hijacked my life nine years before. I was done being his victim.

      Rather than go to homeroom, I made my way to the counselor’s office to get my schedule changed. I might’ve been writing my own narrative, but I wasn’t stupid!
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      perfidious (adj.) disloyal, unfaithful, traitorous, treasonous, two-faced

      

      I was more than happy to get out of math after seventy minutes of sneers from the Madisons, especially when I found out Katelyn was in my second period history class. Having someone—anyone—to navigate the halls of high school with was imperative.

      The euphoria ended outside second period when I noticed that Madison T and Madysen H were headed in the same direction, shouldering others out of their way as they unleashed savage comments about people’s clothes and hairstyles.

      “They’re in this class, too?” I whispered to Katelyn.

      “Yep, and here comes Maddison Eagle—part three of the triumvirate.” Katelyn pointed to a tall Black girl with dark, silky-smooth hair that melted over her shoulders in soft waves. My stomach dropped into the recesses of my shoes.

      I took out my phone to check my own hair, which I had spent hours crafting into cascading, frizz-free locks that anyone who didn’t know me would think came naturally.

      Bruh! My mane was coming unraveled.

      “I’m fairly sure the Madisons sit down as a unit with the counselor to register for classes. They’ve been in almost every class together since sixth grade. In eighth grade, a new counselor tried to separate them, and that didn’t end well.”

      “Are you saying that if I have one in my class, I get them all?” I asked.

      “Usually, but Maddison E is a year ahead in math. She took Math 2 in, like, second grade,” Katelyn said. “Madison T—the figurehead of the group—really doesn’t belong in the same classes as Maddison E or Madysen H. But if your parents cause a big enough stink, you can get whatever you want!”

      We filed through the doorway behind the Madisons, who, I swear, whispered my name. In any other scenario, having the popular girls reciting my name two hours into the first day of school would be cause for celebration. This time—not so much. I was assured of this when I heard them follow my name with the phrase forensic freak.

      I glanced around the room for two empty seats beside each other. Katelyn was quickly becoming my new best friend.

      “Hannah—over here!” I heard Hank’s voice before I saw his very conspicuous wave from the back of the room.

      The whole room saw the wave and his spastic blinking.

      “Oh look, New Girl,” Madison T called over her shoulder in an unnecessarily loud voice. “There’s your freak show BFF waving like one of those kids on the short bus.”

      Behind Madison T, Madysen H and Maddison E stole a look at each other. It was an almost undetectable show of humanity.

      Hank heard her and immediately put his hand under the desk.

      Katelyn tugged on my sleeve and whispered, “Ignore them. Trust me.”

      “Let’s sit back there.” Katelyn pointed to two vacant desks beside Hank.

      “Um….” I hesitated and watched as the Madisons ordered people out of their seats so they could sit together.

      Madison T said, “Save a place for Lexi and Jenna, too.”

      “Lexi got moved to regular history,” Madysen H said. “She failed her state exam, so the counselor moved her out of honors.”

      Madison T clicked her tongue. “Like that matters. She just needs to have her mom call the counselor.”

      “Her parents don’t let her get away with failing anything.”

      As they exchanged their best ideas on how to manipulate the system, I slipped in front of Katelyn so I wouldn’t be stuck sitting next to Hank.
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      Schizophrenia is a disorder that affects how a person thinks, feels, and behaves. This mental illness is marked by thoughts or experiences that seem out of touch with reality, disorganized speech, and withdrawal from daily activities. There is no cure for schizophrenia, but treatments include medicine, psychotherapy, and behavioral therapy. See Forensics 411 episode 42, “Dangerous Minds.”

      

      In second period, Hannah stepped in front of Katelyn and parked herself in the vacant desk that wasn’t next to mine.

      I leaned past Katelyn to ask Hannah about her earlier class. She didn’t even acknowledge me.

      “Hey, Hank,” Katelyn said. “You know, I totally forgot your name was actually Henry rather than Boomer.”

      I nodded and then, as an afterthought, added a smile. Dr. Blanchard said smiling at a person made them feel “heard” and “valued.”

      Hannah was focused straight forward on the teacher as if taking attendance was the most interesting thing she’d ever witnessed.

      I tried again. “How was first period?”

      No eye contact, but she did hold up her hand to let me know she couldn’t take her attention from the teacher. I deduced that she was watching the attendance proceedings to learn the kids’ names. It was a good move, so I tuned in, too.

      “Henry Boyd?”

      “Here.” I raised my hand. “But I go by Hank.”

      Faces, both familiar and not, turned to me, and I heard the word “Boomer” whispered along with phrases like “recognize him… hair… different… on the news.”

      I listened with pride until Madison Talbot loudly and publicly said, “Freak show!”

      “Psst,” I tried to distract Hannah’s attention from Madison T.

      Her head snapped around. “What are you doing here?” she hissed. “When you showed me your schedule on the bus, we didn’t have any classes together!”

      My heart pounded in my chest. My hands began to sweat. My left leg started to tremble, which morphed into a more pronounced bounce. I reached in my pocket for my bit of foam—the remains of my stress ball.

      It wasn’t there.

      Part of me drifted away and witnessed the tall, dark, wavy-haired boy reach for his backpack. I floated from above the scene as the boy went pocket to pocket in search of what the other kids called his “squishy.”

      “Are you okay?” Katelyn whispered as I started to breathe heavily, unable to find the bit of foam I desperately needed to squeeze.

      “I need to find it,” I whispered to myself.

      “What?” Katelyn mumbled. “What do you need?”

      “Nothing,” I answered as my breathing became loud and fast.

      The two girls sitting in front of me, neither of which I knew, turned around.

      “Are you okay?” one of them asked.

      Finally, my fingers found the piece of foam at the very bottom of my backpack. I squeezed it as hard as I could; closed my mouth so I could breathe deeply—and less obviously—through my nose.

      Katelyn raised her hand. “Um, Mr. Anderson, I think Hank is
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