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Dedication

For my perfect triangle

[image: ]

And in memory of my grandparents, who passed away

during the writing of this book





Epigraph

You must be a lotus, unfolding its petals when the sun rises in the sky, unaffected by the slush where it is born or even the water which sustains it! 

—Sai Baba
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Chapter One

SOME SAY WE ARE ALL  a single step away from homelessness. One bad choice. One wrong turn. One oversized setback.

I say, bullshit.

One step from taking a pregnancy test sophomore year? Possibly. Overdosing on energy drinks? Perhaps. Driving off a bluff? Conceivably. We’re all footsteps from death’s iced embrace. But homelessness? I’m one step ahead. Living by rules I designed will keep me there.

Rule #1: Prevent the in-class nap.

Because teachers sniff out sleepiness like a lit cigarette. And where smoke lingers, attention follows. It doesn’t matter if my night’s sleep is ninety minutes long, while I’m propped against the baseball dugout walls. It doesn’t matter if my mattress is dirt. When in class, I dig my fingernails into the tender side of my wrist and produce enough pain to keep my eyes wide, mind sharp. If I make it indoors, away from the weather and wind, and sleep a full night, the bruises on my arm fade from indigo to violet. Wide awake, all eyes and ears. That’s me. Linden Rose.

Rule #2: Never carry too many belongings.

Because as soon as my backpack tips and shit spills, like plastic bags of pink powdered soap and half-eaten dinner rolls, hawk eyes zoom in and accusations fly. Teachers might wonder why I lug around items in my backpack that belong in a dresser, refrigerator, or bathroom cabinet. I don’t need publicity, good or bad, from anyone, not even my friends.

Rule #3: Avoid looking the part.

Because in theory people shouldn’t figure out who I am by the way I dress, look, or smell. People know if I shower, wear the same shirt two days in a row, or drop another pound. There’s so much emphasis on details. The least important thing becomes the most important topic, which means I must fight to shirk the eyes of Hinderwood High School. Eyes that scrutinize, search for clues, and analyze.

If I want my life to matter, these eyes can’t see who I really am.

Who I’m striving hard not to be.

The homeless girl hiding in front of them.

I tap the door with my toe to crack it an inch, just enough to peek inside, make sure the toilet stalls are free of feet and showers are in the off position. The room is on mute, except for Coach Jenkins’s occasional whistle blows penetrating the vents. I toss my backpack at the wall and beeline for the sink. I dab my finger in the water and scrape the morning gunk from my teeth, my eyes. Something I should have done when I woke, but my sunrise routine was interrupted by football practice and early-morning cleat stomps. Players like to piss before they kick and tackle and throw. The luxury.

I am on day four of week two in my second year at this school. I have slept eight hours in three days, and that ramen dunked in tap water for breakfast was a shitty decision. My stomach burns, so do my eyes, and as soon as I lean against the gritty gray cement wall, my eyelids drop and my body folds into a collapsed letter U. Five minutes of sleep is what I need, even more than a soak in a bubbly tub. But ninety seconds deep in my slumber, someone hollers outside the door and I jump.

“Coach needs three towels.” I recognize the voice. Toby Patters. Barking orders. Probably pumping his muscles in some freshman’s face for intimidation purposes. With the initials T.P., one can only imagine what an asswipe he is.

I scramble for the nearest stall, latch the handle, and tuck my knees to my chest with feet flat on the supposed-to-be-white-now-yellow toilet seat. A bang hits the wall and I suck in air like I’m plunging underwater, headfirst.

There’s a grunt. Then a moan.

I shift to the side to see whose knuckles drag the floor but only catch a glimpse of his padded purple-and-gold jersey. Number 22. BONNER. Definitely a freshman because I’m unfamiliar with his name. If PATTERS or CLEMMINGS were on the uniform, I might care. A little. But right now it doesn’t matter who it is. What matters is my backpack, and where it sits matters more. Abandoned at the sink, unzipped, exposed. While my bag looks at home in a guys’ locker room, all greasy and gray and dusty with dirt from the dugout, it’s open, which means my shit’s on exhibit. And by shit, I mean my threadbare underwear and bra.

Cleats scratch at the floor as Number 22 passes, punching the locker doors with his hand, elbow, forehead. I smirk at the visual, but my leg twinges because I’ve contorted myself into such a gargoyle crouch on the toilet. Not a full-fledged cramp, but it’s headed that way. Water. A simple luxury. One I need more of in my life, my body. One I neglected when I couldn’t find the water bottle I’d been using the past month. It turns out a few slurps from the fountain aren’t enough to offset the fluid I lose when I sweat. At least not during warm end-of-summer days when I’m racing from security. Now’s not the time to dwell on thirst, though. More important things flood my mind. Like staying out of sight.

I peek through the stall door crack and fight for balance while knuckling at my thigh muscle, smoothing out the cramp. Number 22 lingers at the bench, fumbling folded towels with his gloved hand. He yells, “How many towels?” and I jump. No one else is in the room, dude. But he looks like he’s waiting, pausing for a response. So of course I take it upon myself to communicate with him telepathically. Three. Three towels, Boner. I mean Bonner.

Number 22 mumbles, “Did he say two? No. No. Three.” I’m surprised he can count that high, but more excited he will now scoot from my bathroom after finding what he came for.

His cleats scuff the cement. Then stop. I jiggle my leg and hold my breath, struggling for balance.

“What? The? Fuck?” he says.

I roll my eyes and stoop forward, confirming what I already know he found.

My bag.

None of these small-town football players are as clueless as I expect them to be. None as thickheaded as they act in groups.

I squint through the crack and watch Number 22 dig his hand deep into my bra, loop the strap around his wrist, swing it toward his flared nostrils, and sniff. Ew. He clomps toward the exit, shouting, “Who scored a piece of ass last night, and who forgot to share the wealth?”

Okay, forget that last statement regarding singular intelligence. Yeah, I retract it.

I drop my head back, stare at the ceiling, and fight against my next move. While I hold my breath, the cramp in my thigh stabs and jabs. My palms start to slide from sweat, and when I grapple at the toilet seat, my foot slips off, too soon. My leg reflexes forward and snaps against the stall door with a thud.

“Who’s there?” Number 22 whisper-yells.

I hold my breath.

“I said who’s there?”

I refuse to answer. That’s not me. That’s not Linden flying beneath the radar, hiding in plain sight. But when you own only two damn bras, and your favorite, least worn out one is wound around the fist of Edward Sausagehands, a decision must be made in the moment. No matter the cost.

I sigh extra loud, then flip the latch up like I’m flicking a tick off my arm and side-kick the door in true ninja form. It slams against the next stall and shakes the wall.

“Hey!” I shout with arm extended, fingers wiggling in the gimme position. “Hand it over. The bra. It belongs to me.”

“Uh . . . you . . . uh . . . guys’ . . . uh . . . locker room . . .”

I want to snap his dropped jaw back into place, but instead I snatch my bra from his wrist and fling it over my shoulder. Sure, I could stay and answer questions. I could even tell him the truth. Why I stash my belongings in the boys’ locker room instead of the girls’. But what fun is that? Besides, it’s all risk with little reward, other than selfish satisfaction. What would he do with the information, anyway? Share it? He’s already planning who to tell. It’s in his eyes, all blink, no bite. Maybe he won’t go through with it. One can only hope. It’s been a week filled with near misses and mess-ups. One more round of questioning in the principal’s office could set off alarms I don’t need.

I whip around and wiggle the cramp from my leg as I walk toward my bag. I listen for the cleats to twist and grind. He’ll leave once the shock wears off.

After five exaggerated seconds, the door bangs and Number 22 stomps out, shouting, “Coach? Co-oach?” Each vowel lifting higher in pitch.

I shove my bra into my bag and race for the door. I figure I have ten seconds before Coach arrives with the principal in tow. I glance both ways before darting across the hall. The last thing I need is Coach Jenkins catching me in the guys’ locker room. He wouldn’t listen, and as a result wouldn’t understand. It’s just easier, you know, using the guys’ locker room. Boys take less time in the bathroom than girls. They zip in, zip out. Lines to the girls’ restrooms are always longer than lines to the guys’. Shit’s fact.

I slip into the main corridor and hear more voices than usual for this time of day. Near the front doors a group of students forms, pushing and shoving their way to the steps. When I head-check to make sure Coach Jenkins and Number 22 are nowhere near, two hands clamp down on my shoulders and squeeze. I whip around, fists clenched, and sink my elbow deep into flesh.

“Jesus, Linden.” Ham coughs for effect.

“Jesus, Ham. You scared me.”

“Excitable, are we?” Ham smiles and massages my neck.

I shake my shoulders and his question aside. “What’s with the early release?” I motion toward the crowd, gathered fifteen minutes ahead of time.

“As usual, someone pranked Mr. Dique.”

“And he kicked everyone out of class?”

“Dude went on a rampage,” Ham says. “At least that’s what I heard. Said he wasn’t taking another year of our shit. Can you blame the poor bastard?”

Poor Mr. Dique. I mean his name is Dique, pronounced Dick, not something French or Spanish or anything extraordinary. Just plain old American-sounding Dick. And: he teaches high school biology.

“Watch it!” Ham shouts at a curly-haired guy shoving his way to the door.

The guy flips around, glares, and points at Ham. “You watch it, Pudge!”

Ham and I scrunch our noses, drop our jaws, and say, “Pudge?” in unison. Then we burst into laughter as best friends do. Ham loops his arm around mine and we walk out the front doors toward the steps to smell something other than inequality and BO.

“So what was this prank against Mr. Dique?” I ask.

“A drone,” Ham says. “Remote-control operated, of course. Buzzed into class covered in condoms.”

I shrug and smile. “Yeah. The usual.”

“I’m sure Mr. George will want us to investigate,” Ham says, emphasizing investigate with air quotes. “See if we can finally solve the mystery.”

The buzzer blasts and students mash back to the front of the school. We slide to the side and linger behind the crowd. We both know dealing with Mr. Dique is anything but exciting. Besides, breathing fresh mountain air in my best friend’s presence nearly wipes away the locker-room scare. I’m almost relaxed.

We stroll behind the crowd, shuffling our feet, and pass a couple of students dressed like cowboys and a guy who looks like he could use time in the sun, or quite possibly an hour on an IV. Cowboy dudes are authentic, even smell like hay when they stroll by wearing wide-brimmed hats and silver-tipped boots. Cliques in this one-horse central Oregon town don’t go beyond haves and have-nots. Cowboy dudes have each other. I have Ham.

I hold the door for my best friend and bow as he walks under the arched entryway sketched with wooden letters that read:

Hinderwood High—Where We Are Judged by Our Acts & Our Hearts

“Let’s stop by the newsroom,” Ham says. “I’ll grab the camera.”

“And take a picture of what, exactly? We’re school journalists, Ham, not paparazzi. Besides, if Mr. Dique is mad, snapping photos during class will only aggravate him more.”

Ham rolls his eyes and begins to protest. He’s interrupted when we turn the corner near the administrative offices. Principal Falsetto’s voice squawks, ear-ringing and mousy high. Her soprano-pitched tone rubber-stamps the nickname given to her by students years before my arrival at Hinderwood High. Principal Falls, her actual name, just doesn’t feel right to anyone anymore. Falsetto’s calling shots into the air and her cell phone. I crane my neck to see who is on the receiving end of her yells, but all I see is the back of someone short-haired, seated in a padded purple chair. I keep glancing back until I catch a profile shot of the girl mopping her face with her shirtsleeve. As expected, Bea.

Ham shouts, “Hey! It’s Bea!” I whack him on the back. Thank you, Captain Obvious.

Bea whips her head in our direction and shoots me with eye darts. The kind designed to shut organs down, starting with the heart. She blows them into every weak point of my body as I stare into her mesmerizing eyes, painted with pain and a topcoat of judgment.

I jerk my head in the opposite direction. Breaking Bea’s spell and showing I couldn’t care less if she’s crying, hurting. I’m showing her I don’t give a damn. At least that’s what I try to convince myself of. But pain and misery boomerang, and when you dish out hurt, it whips around and slaps you in the face. I tell myself that Bea is immune to victimization because of the form-fitted jacket of judgment she wears. It makes dealing with her much easier. It lifts the burden from my back, at least for a brief moment.

“Hey. Hey. Hey. What are you kids doing out of class?”

Fuck, Coach Jenkins. I mean, Fuck Coach Jenkins.

“Should you be in class?” Coach Jenkins asks, his whistle aimed and ready, finger already cocked.

“Of course we should,” Ham mumbles beneath his breath.

We scoot sideways toward the newsroom, and I crane my head back toward Bea for one last look. Despite what I tell myself, I care. How can I not? Her pain hits close to home. Too close. I watch as Principal Falsetto circles Bea like a mother hen, arms flapping and tail in full flutter. Bea rolls a tissue into a ball and stuffs it into one nostril.

“Bea was crying,” Ham says an inch from my ear. “Did you see her? Did you see that? And did you see her new haircut? Not many girls pull off hair that short. I would venture to say Bea is the only—”

I cut Ham off with a snappy, “So.”

“So?” Ham scrunches his face. “Her nose was bleeding,” he says. “Did you catch that, Linden? Her lip, too.”

I shake my head. “No. Ham. I didn’t see shit.”

It’s been a while since I had to face someone else’s blood, let alone care about it. Memories jab and poke like that leg cramp in the locker room every time I think about Bea, or her beat-up face. But tears won’t get rid of the pain this time. All the waves in the ocean wouldn’t wash those thoughts away.

“Well, I saw shit,” Ham says, “and I might finally ask her about it. I mean, somebody should do something. Don’t you think?”

I answer Ham in my head: Yes. And as I’m ready to quiz Ham on how Bea will respond when he asks her why she stands still while a guy pounds the gristle out of her, Coach Jenkins toots his whistle long and hard and shouts, “Onward! Onward! Get to class, idlers!”

“I really do detest that man,” Ham says, loud enough for Coach to hear.
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Chapter Two

WHEN WE REACH THE NEWSROOM, Mr. George is absent. His briefcase is gone, his slippers are missing from beneath his desk, and the computer screen is black. Ham rummages through a closet for the camera, and I check the storyboard for messages. The cork is blank, except for two neon-orange Post-it notes scribbled with Mr. George’s handwriting, instructing us to interview Mr. Dique because he’s pissed after being pranked. Mr. George’s words, not mine.

“You were right!” I shout at Ham.

“As always!” Ham shouts back. “About what?”

“Mr. George wants us to interview the Dique.”

“Already on it, boss.” Ham loops the camera strap around his neck.

I read Mr. George’s note aloud. “‘See Mr. Dique ASAP. Drone covered in condoms buzzed into his classroom. No controller found. Driver is MIA. As always, he’s pissed. Tread lightly—appease Old Man Dique.’”

Ham smiles. “The condoms really are an appropriate touch.”

We walk the hall, which will fill in ten minutes. Long enough to interview Mr. Dique and for Ham to snap photos for the news blog. Then, if all goes as planned, we can kill time by hanging with Mr. George and learning journalism’s best, or worst, practices. I half expect Mr. Dique to cooperate. I mean it’s only the second week of school and he hasn’t hit burnout status. He also reconciled with his wife over the summer, and they didn’t lose their house despite the mountain of bills he’s always complaining about in class. Let’s just say Mr. Dique’s mood should be as elevated as his . . . ahem . . . drone.

I stomp down on a piece of paper and slide it underfoot toward the trash can. No one picks up around here. No one throws trash into the can, where it belongs. No one cares what this place looks like, except me. Of course, no one calls school their home, either.

Ham lags behind, his tail wagging, tongue flapping, smile wrapping his face like holiday paper. He dawdles at a window and sneak peeks through the glass. When he reaches the limit his five-foot frame allows, he pushes onto his tiptoes.

“No time for peeping,” I whisper-yell, tapping the nonexistent watch on my wrist.

Ham grins and fast walks the hall. When he reaches me, he says, “Have you noticed everyone looks different this year? More, I don’t know, grown up.”

“Nope.” I crimp my bangs between my fingers and stretch them over my eyebrows. That trim I gave myself a few weeks ago is finally taking shape. “Haven’t noticed.”

“Come on, Linden. Don’t even tell me you haven’t eyeballed Reed Clemmings, or his new ride.” Ham smiles out of the side of his mouth he doesn’t normally smile out of. “You can’t ignore his sudden disregard for the jock jacket and affection for man scarves on shearling. And the man bun and beard? Nice touch.”

I roll my eyes. “Jock jacket?”

“Letterman jacket, Linden. If they still call them that. Do they call them that?” Ham’s arms wave like crab’s legs. He’s a hand talker, in the best way.

“You don’t look different this year, Ham. Your dimples are still dimpling and your smile remains contagious. You might be a bit more squeezable than last year, but to me that’s a good thing.” I prop Ham’s knit hat into a cone, and he whips it off and throws it at me. His hair shoots in all directions and changes the shape of his face. Less round, more texture. Let’s face it: Ham’s adorable.

“I don’t know what you see in that guy,” Ham says, slicing the air with his hand. “You can’t change an asshole, with or without a trip to the city for a wardrobe upgrade.”

I stop walking, grab Ham’s shoulders, and look him straight in the eyes. “Listen when I say I see nothing in Reed Clemmings, and believe me when I tell you he is incapable of seeing anything in me.” I whip around and head down the hall, shouting, “What about his ex, though? You’re the one suffering from the Bea sting. Better watch out for her boyfriend, Ham. Toby Patters has always had a problem with you. With everyone. Besides, Bea’s much more an asshole than Reed.”

I turn back around and watch Ham’s face drop. “Bea can’t be an asshole, Linden. She’s a girl.”

“Girls are assholes, too!” I shout. “Equal rights!”

Ham squishes his lips together and winks. “Point noted, Linden, as you are clearly the most adorable asshole I know.”

I laugh, shaking my head, and sprint down the hall until I reach Mr. Dique’s door. I wait for Ham to catch up. There’s that fast walk again.

Ham. Maple sweet with a smoke flavor all his own.

Not his real name, though. I mean, who names their kid Ham, right? But it’s the only name I’ve ever called him. A name that rose to fame after Reed Clemmings, and his buddy Toby Patters (a.k.a. T.P., a.a.k.a. Asswipe), pushed him off the monkey bars. The fall busted Ham’s tailbone. Only in second grade the tailbone’s called the butt bone. Any second grader knows that. And in second grade, Ham wore forty pounds of baby fat around his waist like an inner tube. Weight that dripped and spilled down his butt like two scoops of ice cream in mid-July. When Ham’s seven-year-old ass hit the pavement, in theory, it should have bounced. Any theorist knows that. But theories aren’t always as rational as they claim to be. Ham dropped like a bowling ball hitting turf. He squealed, classmates circled, and the teacher rushed in to help. “Franklin,” the teacher said. “Are you okay?”

As Ham tells it, he answered his teacher like a real second-grade man. “Hell no, I’m not okay. My ham hurts.” The class laughed, Ham’s chest puffed, the teacher’s cheeks pinked, and the name stuck through elementary and middle school, along with a grudge toward Reed and Toby. Ham’s name made its way into the halls of Hinderwood High and became his pride and joy. It will be on his college application, résumé, and marriage license.

“Damn, Linden. What’s the hurry?”

I slap his back. Hurriedness is as much a part of me as my friends. The rush, head checks, constant motion ensure I won’t get caught. If I pause even for a moment to catch my breath, my secret’s out—my charade over.

“Just protecting us from the assholes in this school.”

Ham smiles. “Thanks, Mama.”

I wince and tap my finger on Ham’s chest. “Don’t call me mama. Ever.”

Ham shoos my hand away and points at the door. “The usual?”

I nod, thinking about Ham’s word choice, remembering Bea and her beat-up face, nostril stuffed with tissue. The boomerang of hurt barrels my way. My eyes sting and I blink five million times to fan away any moisture. “Yeah, Ham,” I whisper, drawing a deep breath. “The usual.”

Mr. Dique catches us waiting at the door and waves. My prediction is correct. Mood up, interview on. One must avoid Mr. Dique when he’s in a bad mood. Students with him last year during the breakup of his marriage paid the price with pop quizzes three days per week. Mr. Dique holds up a palm, signaling we remain in the back of the class, near the door.

“Hey, buddy!” Ham shouts with little regard for the quiet classroom.

Seung, sitting at the back table, quick-nods at Ham. I smile and Seung smiles back. My face warms—well, maybe just my cheeks. I lock my grin into place while Mr. Dique continues his one-sided discussion of meiosis. Seung teeters back in his chair, closes his eyes, and pretends to fall asleep. He snores and I giggle.

Papers rustle and a chair squeaks. Seung opens his eyes, smirks at me again, then drifts into pretend slumber. Mr. Dique is now speaking at the whiteboard, his back to the class. Toby stumbles out of his back-row seat, zigzags forward, and kicks the leg on Seung’s chair. Before Mr. Dique can turn around and shoot questions, Seung’s on his back, cradling his desk chair in his arms, and Toby’s groaning about having to piss.

“Seung Rhee?” Mr. Dique asks. “What happened?”

Ham rushes the door, shouting, “T.P., you shitwipe—” but I grab his shoulder and shake my head.

“Seung can handle it,” I whisper, not wanting Ham to worsen the situation by drawing unwanted attention in any of our directions.

Seung untwists his limbs from his chair, slowly climbing to his feet. “Guess I slipped.” Seung glances back at me and winks.

“I hate that guy,” Ham mumbles, and shudders. “And hate’s not a familiar emotion to me.”

A throat clears behind us.

It’s Bea, back from the office, waiting for best friend Beth and boyfriend Toby. He’s had it in for Seung since Bea realized Seung’s cute and charming and always there for his friends. Bea’s had it in for me since I stumbled upon her secret.

Bea’s famous at Hinderwood High. Famous for stirring up mixed feelings I don’t want to feel. I lean in to Ham, ready to engage in make-believe conversation, but he’s too busy smiling at Bea and mouthing, “Did you come to help?” and “Are you okay?” to notice. The buzzer rings and the class scrambles for the door.

I rush for the front of the room, passing Seung, who’s now limping. “You okay?”

He shrugs. I know not to push. I don’t want to embarrass him even more.

“Meet us at lunch,” I say, grabbing his elbow.

Seung smiles. “Usual place?”

I glance back at Ham, then at Seung. We nod, in unison. Our equilateral triangle, Me-Ham-Seung, always in agreement.

Seung shoots a thumbs-up (normal response) and squeezes a second wink (abnormal response). And just when I’m about to ask Ham if Seung started lifting weights, Bea shoves in front of me and says, “Tell Mr. George I won’t be working in the newsroom today. Something came up.”

Ham slides in front of me. “We saw you with Principal Falsetto. Are you okay?”

Bea narrows her eyes and snaps, “Why wouldn’t I be?” She tosses something sticky and it hits my hair, then plops onto my foot.

I stare straight ahead and pretend the trash isn’t meant for me. Bea doesn’t have to say it, but of course she does, because she never shuts her mouth, even after an asshole slapped it. “Trash for Trash,” she hisses with her eyes as much as her lips.

I fixate on the bubble smoldering on her lip while she aims spit at my shoe. As gorgeous as this girl is, every time she spits at me, her beauty chokes, shrivels, dies.

“Kids. Over here.” Saved by Mr. Dique, waving his pointer in the air and signaling us to the front of the room like he’s directing air traffic. “I suppose you want to discuss the drone?” he says when we reach the front of the room.

I refuse to glance back at Bea, but I feel her acid eyes sizzle my skin. More poison-dipped darts. I slide the pen from my ear, then proceed with a professional salutation reserved exclusively for Mr. Dique.

“Hey, Mr. D.” Because I can’t bring myself to speak his last name in his presence. “Sir, can you tell us what happened from the beginning?”

I scratch down Mr. Dique’s recollection of events on paper. My notes splatter with complaints, few facts. Ham, always trigger-happy, snaps photos from all angles of the drone dripping with condoms—they dangle from the tail and landing skids. Ham flicks the tip of a rubber with his finger and I cringe. Mr. Dique doesn’t seem to mind Ham taking photos; in fact, he looks pleased, so I don’t stop him.

Mr. Dique rants more about the interruption than about what he actually saw. I detail important stuff. A buzz. A laugh. More buzzing. More laughing. Mr. Dique comes nose to face with the drone as it hovers into class, condoms swinging. It lands on a desk and Mr. Dique, as usual, charges the door, shouting, “I’ve got you! You’re mine!”—only to find an empty hallway.

Same stuff, new month. If I pull up last year’s blog, I could almost plagiarize this. Mr. Dique continues animating his tirade and I start checking to-do boxes in my head.

This morning was strategy hell.

I stashed my sleeping bag in the vacant music room behind the in-need-of-repair kettledrums. In walked a band kid with raised eyebrows and a grimacing side eye. I pointed and yelled, “You’re late for practice and the teacher’s downright pissed!” because I’ve learned to move fast on my feet. It worked. The guy tore into his trumpet case and flew through the gym toward the football field. I heard his warm-up routine go from allegro to presto on my way to the theater, where I stuffed my toiletries in a garbage bag in the back of the room. As I left, Drama Jarrell, who happens to be cool because he plays football, volunteers in the newsroom, and has balls enough to be in drama at this rural school where football reigns, walked in. I acted like I had business being in the theater room, but I don’t think my explanation was necessary. Drama Jarrell said, “Hey,” and because his pecs practically pushed the words THERE WILL BE DRAMA from his T-shirt into my face, I said, “Hey,” back, and smiled. He asked something about Ham, but I was already out the door and marching to my locker to stuff it with a spare set of clothes.

With football practice in full swing, I juggle dressers and bathrooms to avoid locker-room traffic during the morning hours. Later in the year, I’ll relocate my belongings to the library because stage equipment will be in use in the theater. With thousands of hours of practice living in my high school, I should be an expert by now, but hiding stuff never gets easy and always grows old. I anticipate the moves of everyone around me. Shit impacts my sleep.

We thank Mr. Dique for his time and assure him we will work hard to find who is behind the prank, although I don’t believe a word we promise. Pranking Mr. Dique is legendary. It always happens twice a year, near the beginning and at the end. Freshman year, balloons in the shape of wiener dogs decorated a helicopter. Then a phallic hot dog rode into class atop a remote-control car. Mode of transportation varies between cars and helicopters and drones. The most theatrical hit was last year’s pink animatronic dildo. Thankfully, I never saw it in person. I was crashing at Seung’s, sick with a cold. His mother doting over me, like my own used to do. Though I missed the actual event, Ham later supplied me with eighty-five pictures, because he’s thorough at his job.

My gut tells me the mystery pilot is one of Mr. Dique’s colleagues trying to loosen up his tightly wound demeanor, but he refuses to believe that anyone other than a student is behind the prank.

On the way back to the newsroom, Ham and I reroute through the math corridor, just in case Coach Jenkins is still making rounds and whistle-blows and ordering every student, with or without a valid excuse, to class. We pass Mr. Ryckman, the janitor, unjamming his mop from a metal bucket. His lips dance, but his mouth makes no sound. We’re hit with a horrific smell of lemon-zest-meets-beer.

“What the hell happened here?” Ham asks.

The janitor whips his head around and glares. “Somebody yacked, smart-ass.”

Ham grumbles various names reserved exclusively for male anatomy as Mr. Ryckman shakes his mop handle at us. “Out!” he shouts.

And only because the guy creeps me out do I hike my shirt over my nose, grab Ham’s arm, and pull him down the hall.

Outside the newsroom, Toby, Reed, and Coach Jenkins pow-wow. Ham tenses, so I slip my arm around his shoulder and squeeze. Coach Jenkins stands between the guys, hands pressed flat against their chests like he’s pushing them apart. T.P. grapples for a shirtsleeve but ends up tangling his hand up in Coach’s whistle. Coach’s neck jerks forward and he yells, “That’s enough, you two!”

It’s obvious the only sober one is pretzled in the arms of his two best players, getting choked out. “T.P. must have been drunk in class,” I say. “When he kicked Seung’s chair.”

Ham scoffs. “Don’t make excuses for him. He’s been messing with Seung and me for a decade.”

Coach Jenkins unwinds the noose from his neck, and one of Toby’s brick feet steps on the other. He buckles and drops to his knees, sending Ham and me into a fit of laughter.

Coach whips his head around and shouts, “Scram! No business of yours.”

Toby glares with eyes glazed and blurt-belches a deep and thought-provoking “Fuck you.”

He points. So naturally, Ham and I point back.

“Did you hear me?” Coach Jenkins shouts. “Scram!”

Ham raises his fists and yells, “I really do detest all of you people!”
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Chapter Three

THREE FIFTEEN ON A WEEKDAY and I have a choice to make. Go to work or go to work.

Which job I choose matters most. I have three, but only two pay. My nonpaying job lets me stay unnoticed in the newsroom until 5:30, sometimes 5:45, or until Mr. George chases me out. One of my paying gigs, the one I’d quit if food and tampons didn’t cost money, places me at Bea’s house every other Saturday. I scrub Bea’s toilet, dust her mom’s collection of glass owls, and tidy up the basement. While my job is to clean Bea’s home in four hours, I race to finish in three so I’m out the door before Bea and her boyfriend arrive. I can handle picking up after Bea, especially since I don’t have to clean her room (mom’s orders), but I can’t stomach hearing Bea fight with her boyfriend.

My regular job, which only pays sometimes, sends me over the hill to read with the residents of Nowhere Near Like Home nursing facility. I renamed the place because Just Like Home was a lie and I don’t like it when people lie to the elderly.

Employment choice is contingent on fatigue. The walk to the nursing home only works if I’ve slept the night before. Today I’m tired and my muscles ache.

Nowhere Near Like Home is a sweet gig on nights I’m not hanging with Seung and Ham, or when I need a couple of bucks for peanut butter crackers or peanut butter cups or peanut butter cookies from the school’s vending machine. Peanut butter’s packed with protein, and protein packs my stomach for more than eight hours.

The nursing home splits into two wings that house residents with faculties on one side and those without on the other. I used to spend a lot of time in the dementia units, but there’s no reason to now.

I’ve grown to love my rounds at Nowhere Near Like Home. The old lady who only wants me to read the newspaper—obituary section—with highlighter in hand, those who want to know what the Kardashians are up to these days, and the few who drop a Bible on my lap. It’s bizarre how every room in the nursing home houses a Bible, yet few can read the fine print. I’d much rather stick to the newspaper or grab the dinner menu from the nurse’s desk, because the Bible instigates arguments. In order to keep the peace, I read stuff the old folks really want to hear. Call it hope. Call it prayer. Call it reader protection. I try to tell my elders things that push smiles onto their shriveled faces. Things like their childhood dog is waiting for them with tail swinging. Just take a left at the gate of pearls. I tell them their loved ones who refuse to visit are on God’s shit list. The smirks on the old women’s faces are worth more than their quarters.

On a good night I leave Nowhere Near Like Home with a few extra bucks in my pocket. Old people tip well, and I’ve got that face, you know, the one any great-great-grandparent with smudged trifocals would love.

I vacate the school grounds near sundown when the janitor checks every room for warm bodies before locking doors. In the winter, when daylight shrinks or the weather’s too frigid to walk to the nursing home, I juggle between Seung’s house and Ham’s. When I beat out Bea and a book-smart girl named Kristen for the lead reporter position of our school’s blog, I gained widespread access to Mr. George’s newsroom. I needed the nonpaying job more than they did. Kristen wanted it for her college transcript. Bea just wanted it to mess with me.

Even though I beat Bea and Kristen for the head job, they accepted secondary roles. I’m technically Bea’s boss, but she never forgets she’s the true queen. The reporter gig makes me marketable to the college I’m planning to attend with Ham and Seung. It’s basically my ticket to a better life. If it weren’t for the promise I made my mother, I’d have turned down the editor job for the sake of damage control. Bea makes my life miserable. But I can’t break a promise. Especially one made to my mother. Besides, building a college résumé helps fill time slots and calendar holes. Let’s face it, when you’re homeless, free time sucks.

“Want to come over for dinner?” A finger pokes my side and I jump.

“Seung. Are you inside my head?” One. Two. Three seconds of silence. Awkward. Then, “Of course I want to come over for dinner. I mean, if it’s okay with your parents.”

I link my arm around Seung’s and watch his cheeks go pink. So much for the wink of courage in Mr. Dique’s room earlier today.

“What are we having?” I ask. “Asian or American?”

Seung hikes his backpack higher on his shoulders and clears his throat. “What day is it?”

“Tuesday, I think. Why?”

“On days starting with T we eat American food. All other nights, Korean.”

“Why am I only hearing about this now, Seung?” I lift my hands, shake my fists. “You know how much I like schedules. You know how much I love your mom’s food.”

Seung half smiles and looks at his feet. “It’s been that way my whole life, Linden.”

“Tuesdays and Thursdays, American,” I say tapping my temple. “I’ll remember that now. And, for the record, I haven’t known you your whole life. This is only our second year together.”

Ham’s right. Some people are changing this year. For the better. And it’s impossible not to notice. If Seung weren’t my second-best friend, I’d . . . No, I wouldn’t. Seung is the guy I’d die for, not date. Just like my Ham.

“Two years of high school is the pinnacle of my life,” Seung says all dramatic-like, and I wonder if he means because that’s how long he’s truly been alive, you know, since I came into the picture.

“Should we invite Ham?”

“Well . . . I was thinking . . . maybe just . . .” Seung leans in near my ear and the tickle makes my stomach flip, then flop, in the most superb way.

On cue, Ham turns the corner. “Guys!”

“Guy and girl,” Seung says. I look at Seung. He doesn’t look back. He referred to me as a girl? He referred to me as a girl. First the winks, now this.

“Correction.” Ham points his finger at Seung and says, “Guy,” then at me, “and asshole. What are we doing tonight?”

“Dinner at Seung’s after I finish posting about Mr. Dique’s drone.” I can’t wait to spend some time in the newsroom alone with the guys.

“I’ll call my parents and meet you in the newsroom.” Ham spins around and slow-jogs out the door.

The greatest thing about having best friends who are guys is that they never ask to hang at your house or demand a Saturday-night sleepover. When it comes right down to it, they are still members of the opposite sex, and when you live at home, like Ham
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