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A Professional Wrestling Glossary for Candy-Ass Jabronis


angle: a story

babyface/face: a good guy

bump: getting hit, kicked, or otherwise attacked in the ring that ends with you hitting the floor

candy-ass: idiot

closet champion: somebody who wins a championship belt but is too scared to defend it

feud: when two wrestlers (or groups of wrestlers) have an ongoing rivalry

grudge match: a match between two wrestlers with history—with a grudge

haircut match: loser gets the clippers!

heat: when fans are angry with a wrestler

heel: a bad guy

heel turn: when a face turns bad, usually unexpectedly

jabroni: idiot

jobber: somebody whose job is to lose

kayfabe: the willing suspension of disbelief (See: Never break kayfabe.)

receipt: a real punch or kick, usually in response to an accidental shot (i.e. You paid for that kick, now here’s your receipt.)

screw job: an angle the fans don’t like

parts unknown: a kayfabe location to create mystery around a wrestler’s origin

pay-per-view: you pay money. You get to watch wrestling.

pop: when a wrestler comes out and gets applause

promotion: any company that puts on wrestling events

shoot: an unplanned, unscripted, or real-life occurrence in a match or story

stable: group of wrestlers managed by one person

suplex: wrestling move where you lift a person high in the air and then drop them on the mat

squared-circle: another name for the ring. Because it’s a ring.

walk-in: walking into a match you’re not supposed to be wrestling in. Big pop.

woo!: woo!

work: any pre-scripted wrestling storyline
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An Opening Promo

First things first, I wasn’t suffering under some kind of delusion, because that was the first thing people thought when they heard about the Masked Man. And once it came out, people either started to back away slowly or said, “Julie, how did this . . . happen?” Everybody thought I was messing with them when I answered, but it was the truth.

Too much professional wrestling.

Was it concerning that I talked to an imaginary professional wrestler? Yes. Yes, it was. Trust me: I understood.

But listen, we all handled grief differently.

Still, I wasn’t trying to mess with my line of therapists or the various “grief doulas” who had floated in and out of my life for the last three years, or especially my mom, who’d been diving hard into the world of crystals and self-help woo. Like I said, everybody grieved differently. For Mom, it was getting really into, like, kale smoothies. Who decided that it was out of bounds to converse with a hirsute, masked man known the world over for his brutality and for his ability to humble a grown man with a couple of sharp words?

We both lost Dad, one-two-three. Quick as a heart attack. That’s all I was saying.

So, this wasn’t a bit.

It wasn’t a gimmick or an angle or a cry for help. It just happened.

All the therapists asked the wrong question, though. Had any of them been true believers, real fans, the real concern wouldn’t be that I was delusional. No. Instead, it would’ve been . . . the Masked Man? That dude hadn’t been seen—hadn’t been relevant—in years.

The Man will not tolerate this disrespect, Juliana!

See that? That’s how this has gone for the last few years. I think they called it intrusive thoughts, but the thoughts weren’t exactly intrusive, and it’d be a lie to say I didn’t know where he’d come from. The Man was my dad’s favorite. And I guess that explains a lot.

Yes, he was probably the best wrestler ever to get on the mic, the sort of dude who could get a crowd whipped up with a single well-timed comeback. And yeah, he was so undeniably in on his own gimmick, you also had to kind of love him for it. While other people were ditching masks and feathered boas for cutoff jeans and leather vests, the Masked Man—the Maniac from Parts Unknown, the Violent Nightmare, the Picture of Aggression, the One True Devil—never wavered. Never took off the mask, not even when he was out in public for, like, the opening of a car dealership. And for that, you had to respect him.

Respect, candy-asses. You give it, or you get the big size-fifteen boot!

A quick word on masks.

Wearing a mask was about the closest thing to holiness you were going to get in professional wrestling—hell, even the regular world. The men and women who chose to wear masks were bound by a tradition bigger than themselves. Something that stretched all the way back to the Bible, when God showed up—wearing that angel mask—and took on poor old limping Jacob all night long.

There was one rule above all: you didn’t take off the mask. Not ever. Not when some face tried to pull it off at the end of a grudge match, not when some kid wanted an autograph, or a sweetie in the crowd asked for a peck on the cheek. And for the real heads, the true believers, not even when a promoter said you’d gone stale and tried to get you to become the damn Repo Man or some other terribly generic gimmick.

Never going to happen, jabroni.

Nope, he switched territories. He created a new reign of terror. He stayed masked. He stayed the Man.

But like I said, nobody had seen or heard from the dude in decades.

Well, except for me.

And I couldn’t get him to shut up.

Careful, jabroni . . .

And okay, fine, he might not be relevant, but he was still compelling. Every one of his matches, every promo, was marked by beautiful chaos. Unfortunately, it seemed I caught him on the slide into complacency, because he wasn’t exactly interested in stomping out jabronis much these days. Sure, there were moments when I’d catch a glimpse of that fire—when he sounded ready to kick some candy-ass—but mostly, when he spoke to me, the Masked Man only cared about Orange Julius and the Mall of America.

The Masked Man has something to say!

So, anyway, nobody much worried about the Man these days, including Mom—even though I knew she still had all the therapists, the medication on speed dial. The most I got now was a quick breathing exercise followed by some time spent in child’s pose.

Wait for ittttt. . . .

Still, I sometimes thought I should’ve given a better answer, if only to her. A quick conversation. Peace of mind to know that, fundamentally, I was okay.

Because if I had to explain it?

Like, really had to boil down the reasons why I spent most of the last three years in a daily dialogue with an irrelevant, reclusive, masked professional wrestler?

Wait for ittttt. . . .

He made me feel safe.

Let’s go to Orange Julius. Booooooooom!

It sounded stupid, I knew this. But hearing him was a deep breath. A moment when I didn’t have to do anything except agree that the Breathtaking One was the most overrated heavyweight champion of all time and say, Listen bro, we’ve already been to Orange Julius five times this week.

Say yes, Juliana.
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Chapter One

The Mall of America was only fifteen minutes from my house, but when you walked through those doors, you might as well be in a different universe. It wasn’t cool to be down with the M.O.A., especially if you’d spent your entire life in the Cities. And sure, I actually didn’t remember it before the Mall sold out and let the theme park go all corporate, but real heads knew. We knew. It was a sprawling model of late-stage capitalism, but the Masked Man loved it. I was here four, five days a week.

I am a champion of spectacle.

That was an understatement, but we had a rhythm—show up just as the mall walkers were heading home, but before the middle school kids were unleashed, their parents a respectable but visible distance behind them. I started on the top floor, passing an increasing number of empty storefronts, down to the next—mostly regional stores and novelty shops. Every so often a weird pop-up would appear, shelves of flags and robotic dogs and squishy balls—flea market fodder that, in my opinion, didn’t deserve an audience within the hallowed halls of the Mall.

Junk. That’s what you’re trying to say.

Anyway, a food court, a second food court—mini golf and a glimpse of the theme park—and then you were down to the main floors, both of which were proper cathedrals to the shopping gods. All the high-class places—video games, clothing, and one pricey jewelry store manned by an older gentleman who I sometimes made up stories about as I sipped my Orange Julius. How he carried on with the pointless endeavor of a mall-based jewelry store because it had once been the dream of his now-dead wife—

A tale for the ages, older than the Mall—perhaps even time—itself.

—which proved, most certainly, that I needed a life.

Anyway, finally on the bottom floor there it was—Orange Julius, tucked right in the corner, just on the other side of the escalator. Prime real estate, honestly. Because who could resist an Orange Julius after a long day of shopping for flags, body spray, and robotic hamsters?

Nobody, Juliana. That is the beauty of the Mall.

That’s right. Nobody.

There wasn’t a line—there never was a line—and, like always, Max was leaning on the counter, his head propped up by a hand. Lazily scrolling on his phone.

“Maximillian,” I said, surprising him so much that he dropped his phone on the counter, watching helplessly as it slid toward me. Before it could fall to the ground, I caught it and smiled. He was only a few months younger than me, but he looked like he could still be in middle school. Small. Slight. I could take him. Nothing more than a buck-twenty-five soaking wet.

With some change left over!

A jabroni.

You said it, Juliana.

“Jesus, Julie. You realize you should, like, not just sneak up on people. And as always, just ‘Max.’ It’s not short for anything.”

I knew this. I also did not care.

“Sneak up? You’re literally at work, Maximillian. And who names their son ‘just Max’?”

“Greg and Kathy, that’s who,” he said, pulling his phone out of my hand.

I knew his parents as well as my own—they were nice, boring, perfect. And before Dad died, they would show up at our house for game nights, double dates—actual best friends, which put a lot of pressure on me and Max to keep the friendship going.

Still, despite knowing them so long that we might as well share DNA, what most surprised me was how unfazed Max was by their presence. They’d be fresh off sharing an Admiral’s Feast at Red Lobster and think, “Hey, let’s swing by to see the kiddo,” which was totally a thing Greg would say. Most kids our age would be mortified to see Greg and Kathy rolling up on a Saturday night—peak time at the Mall—halfway finished with a forty-something date night.

But not Max. He’d stand there smiling and talking and smiling some more until they left.

It wasn’t the only thing I liked about Max, but it didn’t hurt.

Max got to work making two Orange Julius originals—the orange monster, the OG, none of those premium fruit drinks for me and the Man. Max took this part of his job seriously, so much so that he refused to speak to me as he worked. When he first got hired, he’d been overly formal, pretending he didn’t know who I was—all “Yes, ma’am” and such. But soon enough he calmed down, was able to talk to me like a normal human being. Even if he still took unusual pride in every smoothie he made. It was weird but put another check mark in the Max-being-too-good-for-this-world column.

I’ll put a check in the candy-ass column, too!

Max turned around, two drinks in his hands, smiling as if this was the first time, back when I still in the throes of it all. When all I could do was show up and drink Orange Julius and lean against the concrete pillar at the corner of the storefront.

I took a sip of one drink. “So, did you ask out that girl from Hot Topic yet?”

He went red immediately and I tried to hide my smile with another pull from the big cup of Orange, nearly incapacitating myself when the sudden shock took over my brain. Max coughed and shrugged and fumbled with his phone before finally shaking his head and saying, “Dating is overrated. Aren’t you the one who told me that?”

I set the cup of Orange Julius down and fixed my most devastating stare on Max. I didn’t believe this for a second.

He’s a candy-ass, boom!

I was messing with him, just a bit, so when he blushed again, unsure what to do with his hands, I felt guilty. Before I could say anything, a couple of skater kids went racing by—running and dropping onto their boards as they cackled at the out-of-breath security guards chasing them. I hopped up on the counter as they zoomed past, catching a wink from the shorter of the two.

When the excitement had passed, I took another sip of my drink and turned back to Max. “I’m just saying, don’t give up. I’m sure there’s a goth queen out there who wants to, like, hold your hand or something. Just go for it.”

Max relaxed. He leaned across the counter, a crooked smile on his face, ready to give me the same business he’d been giving me half my life.

“Hold my hand? No necking? I mean, what about some good old-fashioned courting—hey, in the food court, maybe?”

“Oh God, you’re right. You can find a girl who will—”

He held up his hand and stopped me before I could make it indecent. “I . . . get it. And I don’t know. Maybe I’m just waiting for my moment.”

I snorted.

“Well, I hope your goth queen gets a sudden urge for Orange Julius,” I said. “Or at least, there aren’t any more drive-by skateboard incidents. What is happening to our little local mall, Max?”

I hopped off the counter and grabbed the drinks.

“Uh, where are you going?”

I knew Max wanted me to stay tethered to the counter for one of our conversations that effortlessly moved from one topic to the next, only backing away when other customers approached. Maybe the biggest thing I’ll miss when we both graduate and go our individual ways. But I wasn’t going to think about that now.

“I need to go home and actually figure out my extended essay. Mr. Wentz wants to talk to me tomorrow, and I think he’s on to me.”

I raised both Orange Julius cups up, as if to toast Max as I walked away.

My Orange Julius was gone by the time I got to the truck. I tossed the empty cup into the back seat with at least ten others, and put the other one—melting now—into the cupholder, staring at it for a second, watching the condensation form on the side as the orange liquid thinned and thinned and thinned, until I shook myself out of the daze and looked around the empty parking deck, dark even though the sun was still hours from setting.

When I got home, I paused in the doorway of our house and wiped my mouth a few times to get rid of any rogue orange on my lips. Mom didn’t approve of Orange Julius.

A lack of vision!

Still. When I was sure there wasn’t a speck, I headed into the kitchen, where Mom was standing over a boiling pot of water and humming an indistinct melody—probably a chant, a mantra to calm the soul. She was really into chanting lately.

“Hey!” I called out, and Mom jumped.

“Julie! Where have you been?”

It wasn’t a loaded question, not exactly, but it also wasn’t an innocuous one. Ever since Dad died, Mom had an unusual interest in my daily movements. Something that went beyond normal parental concern. Part of it was anxiety, but a lot of it was her sudden anti-materialism stance (I was pretty sure I caught her looking up how to make herself a pair of pants last week), all of which meant the Mall was not her favorite place. And truthfully, it never had been. Dad was always the initiator of any trip to the Mall.

Mom seemed to be staring at my lips and I couldn’t help myself, I licked them again.

“What’s for dinner?” I said, hoping to distract her. Subterfuge. Mom gave me her long look, the one where her eyes flirt with an ever-so-brief roll before she turns to another activity, in this case pointing to the pot of boiling water.

“Baked ziti. Do you want to shred the cheese?”

I grabbed the grater and a block of mozzarella and got to work, letting the mindless task take me away for a few moments. Mom was humming again, definitely a chant, the whole scene surreal, as if somebody had taken a paintbrush and softened all the edges—a normal Monday night transformed into something that, like the chant, was both familiar and not.

The knock on the door came at the same time as the realization.

Normal. It felt like before.

I wasn’t sure if I jumped because of that or because of the door, but Mom’s eyes shot up, like, Who could that be? She wiped her hands on her apron—she was wearing an apron!— as she walked to the door. And trust me when I say that I knew who it was before I saw his face. His preternaturally chipper voice boomed through the house.

“Margaret! Look at that apron!” He laughed, somehow even more ecstatic than I thought was possible.

“Oh, Scott—what are you doing here?” I could hear the blush in Mom’s voice, the awkward way she always said exactly what she was thinking. No filter, Dad had always said with a smile. “I mean, I’m happy to see you. But it’s a surprise. A good one! Hey, Julie, Scott is here!”

Cool.

“Yeah, cool.”

Scott was in yoga teacher training, a self-proclaimed ragamuffin who wore a beaded necklace with a half-moon charm around his neck. He’d retired from a corporate job maybe five years ago after “getting lucky” with crypto. He was always dressed in fabrics that allowed for better “flow,” linen and such. The sort of guy who looked like he woke up and drank sunshine straight from the source. Always happy, always tan—yes, even in Minnesota—the kind of jabroni who would walk up to you and ask, without irony, how your energy was today.

You forgot that he’s also a total candy-ass, Juliana.

Implied. But I said, “Hey,” still holding the block of mozzarella, which I had intended to be a subtle sign—we’re in the middle of dinner, Scott. Maybe come back, I don’t know, never? But instead, it ended up being a classic blunder.

Because Scott motioned to the mozzarella and asked if—haha!—I carried it around with me wherever I went, and then Mom, casual as could be, was, like, “Why don’t you join us? We’re going to have too much either way.”

I shot Mom my best look, sharp and out quick like a boot knife, but she didn’t see or maybe couldn’t see because of the glow from Scott’s sparkling blue eyes, which I was pretty sure were fake. Contacts, something.

“It’s not ready yet,” I said, coming so close to mouthing, “Sorry . . .” all sarcastic, but Mom was already pulling Scott up the stairs and laughing as he grabbed the spare apron—my apron, which, sure, I’d never worn but there were rules, etiquette, and there he went tying it around his waist. And God, the way Mom was laughing, you’d think there was a comedy routine happening in our kitchen.

This guy.

Here’s another thing about old Scott: he never stopped talking. Not as we finished boiling the noodles, or as we put the ziti together and shoved it into the oven. Scott was still talking as he whipped up a quick kale salad and told us about the spiritual-based, mindful-eating cleanse he was currently on, which would culminate—of course—with a yoga retreat that he really hoped would “manifest some tranquility in the world.” He’d already knocked back half the salad by the time we finally pulled the ziti out of the oven, bubbling over with cheese and anti-tranquility goodness. If seeing me go to town on the ziti spoiled the zen in old Scott, I couldn’t tell. He was just a constant fountain of words. Stories about camping in Bali, surfing in the Maldives. Words, all the words, woven together with an effortlessness that I have never had in my life.

Juliana . . .

The Man’s nudge was two beats late. Scott had stopped talking, and he and Mom were staring at me.

“Huh?”

“Scott asked about your energy, honey.”

I swallowed hard. There was no food in my mouth. I swallowed again anyway. Because what he really meant was: how was I doing. I never heard it as a question—always a statement. As if “how I am doing” hadn’t been a constant grudge match for the last three years. Nobody wanted to hear that. They didn’t want to know that I was still sad most days, still angry on more than I’d like to admit. And on the worst days, it felt like no time had passed at all. As if a faucet had been turned on and the handle ripped off. That, now, I was just used to a certain amount of running water.

“I’m working on a big essay for school,” I said, taking a bite of ziti. “But you know, maybe I’ll move some energy around later tonight. Keep myself fresh.”

Juliana . . .

Scott gave me a patient smile and, to his credit, turned to Mom and said, “Well, I’m sure the ziti will help. Thank you for the wonderful dinner and the better company, Margaret.”

He stood up, patted his stomach theatrically, even though it was as flat as the dining room table and all that dude had eaten was kale. Scott smiled one last time before following Mom to the door. I didn’t move until Mom was back upstairs, looking rosy even though it wasn’t that cold outside.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She cocked her head to the side. “What? Why?”

“I . . . don’t know.”

I felt deflated, the moon to Scott’s eternal sun. Cold and empty—uninhabitable. Perhaps it was a reverse maternal instinct that made me ache inside. I knew she was happy. I knew she was trying to move forward. But I wasn’t ready, and maybe I didn’t want her to be ready, either, as terrible as that made me feel.

Mom sighed and reached over to pat my arm.

“I get it. I should’ve asked you if you were comfortable having him here.”

She picked up the three plates and carried them to the kitchen as I watched, not saying another word.
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Chapter Two

Mr. Wentz taught Senior Philosophies, a class required for seniors at Central High School and one that left me wishing that all of school was more like this, more open-ended. Less directive. Other classes at Central gave a perfunctory nod to this sort of thinking. But Wentz took his teaching of this course as an almost solemn duty, a necessary counterbalance to the Christian schools in the suburbs that taught by asking kids questions like, “If you had two sins and Jesus took all of them away, how many sins would you have left?” Plus, he was a wrestling fan. A scholar, a historian, a true believer, known to thread in a story about some wrestler who nobody but I knew because it reminded him of, like, Emma Goldberg.

Anyway, I liked Philosophies. I liked Wentz. And at this point, as a senior, the rest of my courses, even if I got good grades, could kick rocks. They were filler, boxes to check to prove that I’d done the bare minimum. But this class somehow felt more real, which I realize is kind of ridiculous when compared to, say, math or whatever.

One plus one = shut up, nerd. Boom!

I liked having to think through the implications of what we say, what we think, and what we believe. I liked listening to sophomoric arguments made by seniors, people I’d known most of my life, but somehow had recently transformed into the sort of people I thought only existed in the suburbs. They believed in all of the pomp of graduation, that we weren’t all living in some predetermined story.

You are nothing if not open-minded, Juliana.

So, the class was the tits—and before you get all worked up, just know that Max and I had a long conversation about how “the tits” was better than “the shit” because the scatological was gross and the only reason somebody wouldn’t want to say “the tits” is because they’re either a total prude or totally the patriarchy. So, Philosophies? The tits.

Philosophyyyyyyyyyyyyy!

Despite all this, Wentz—or I guess it was technically “the school system”—also had an expectation that we would “write a paper” to show that we “learned something” so we “could graduate.” And let’s just say that my topic—“On the Benefits of Never Breaking Kayfabe”—had gotten raised eyebrows from Wentz, who had said—and I quote—we could “do whatever we want, as long as it was important in our lives.”

Anyway, Wentz liked to say that he saw potential in me, and that was always the kiss of death with a teacher. Especially with Wentz, because it meant he would call you into an early morning meeting like the one we were about to have and probably point to the other topics coming from the try-hards in our class, all of which made me so tired.

Religious cults.

War and PTSD.

The death penalty.

School shootings.

The problem of evil.

The one girl who was only allowed to wear long skirts who was most certainly going to choose “pro-life.”

And fine, point conceded. It wasn’t that any of them were unimportant, or even bad topics (well, except the whole I-can’t-wear-pants-because-I’m-a-Christian-and-was-born-with-a-uterus girl), but they all felt . . . disconnected, somehow, from our actual lives. Impersonal. As if somebody had said, “Hey, don’t focus on what you can control, but instead—focus on these global problems!” And, again, fine. But I wanted to write about something I actually believed in, and if that was a problem with the liberal elite at Central High School, well, let them riot.

Anyway, Wentz was sitting there staring at me, all happy-slappy, like he knew something I didn’t, which of course was almost always true.

“What. God.”

“There it is. There’s that sunny disposition that makes me get out of bed each morning and think, ‘I love teaching because of the impact I have on my students.’”

Sometimes Wentz said things that only made him laugh and it was usually best to just chuckle along because, like I said, he could be kind of insufferable with all his positivity. He was still smiling, and it was like a goofy contagion. So I looked away and said, “I don’t want to, like, write my paper about Amazon’s effects on migrant workers in the Fernando Valley or whatever. I want to talk about the suspension of disbelief in professional wrestling—and you already signed off on it, so that’s on you. No fair trying to take it away now.”

I crossed my arms and everything. Wentz laughed.

“Oh no. This isn’t about your extended essay. I have a feeling you’re going to wish it was, though.”

I looked at him hard, as if I could figure out his intentions simply by studying how the wrinkles in his face held the reminders of his smile. He pulled out a bright pink flyer and slid it across his desk. It was like a vampire being presented with a crucifix. I drew back, perhaps a little dramatically.

“Prom committee?” I asked. “Are you kidding me? No way.”

“Hear me out, Julie.”

This jabroni is about to get the big size-fifteen boot! To the face!

“You’re about to graduate and I’m afraid you’re going to miss out on the quintessential high school experience.” I stared at him, which he ignored. “I was talking to your mom and—”

“Judas!” I said, reaching for my phone to text her as much. Wentz stopped my hand.

“It could be fun? And there’s been some recent, uh, drama. I think they could really use somebody with your specific personality.”

“My personality? What exactly are you trying to say, Wentz?”

He sat up a little straighter and coughed.

“Are you saying I’m an asshole? Because it sounds like you’re saying I’m an asshole.”

Strong-willed, Juliana.

He coughed again. Fought off a smile. And then, finally, fixed his face with the familiar, “serious” teacher stare.

“Well, I’m not allowed to say that . . . exactly.”

 “Wentz, this is why you keep winning educator of the year.”

“Seriously, though, Julie. You have a gift for cutting through the crap and getting things done. Do you disagree?”

I shrugged. I had always been intense, even in elementary school when Mom and Dad had been called to the school time and time again for various conversations about little Julie’s penchant for being dramatic—for “threatening to introduce Timmy to the people’s elbow” because he’d kicked me, which I still think he deserved, even if it was against six different school and district policies.

“What do I know about prom?”

“I’m sure about as much as me,” he said. “I’m not that kind of gay man.”

“I just . . . I have a lot on mind right now, Wentz.”

I knew I’d made a mistake before the words left my mouth. Mr. Wentz’s entire demeanor changed, going from the playful, cool teacher to Concerned Adult, which was something I was so familiar with I could sense it coming like a trick knee senses a change in the weather.

“How are you doing? We haven’t checked in lately.”

It had been months since anybody had “checked in” with me, which made me wonder if I was suddenly putting off some kind of weird, anxiety pheromone or something. A beacon that attracted well-meaning adults like a swarm of bees to a pot of honey. First Scott, now Wentz.

“Fine, you know. Same as always.”

“And you know . . .” He motioned as if somebody was sitting next to me. At first I didn’t understand, and I looked to where he pointed, expecting to see somebody hidden under one of the desks. And then I realized.

Me, jabroni.

Right.

“Yeah, he’s . . . also fine.”

I could say this for Wentz, he got it—at least, as much as anybody could get it. He grew up watching the Masked Man. He understood the thrill of slowly, but ultimately, acknowledging the heel, the bad guy, was sometimes more exciting than the face, the good guy who always seemed to be smiling—who never hit you with a steel chair when your back was turned. But right then, I didn’t want or need the real connection, the extra-special teacher treatment. So, I threw a reversal at him and started talking about the weather.

“It might snow again. It’s almost May, Wentz. Minnesota forever.”

“Well, that would be . . . inconvenient.”

And so it went, back and forth, until other kids started arriving for class and he finally stood up and said, all official and really loudly, “Well, now that you’re formally the newest member of the prom committee . . .”

I stood up, too, and said, “That so?”

“Yeah, because of all the slack I give you in my class.”

“Extortion is probably in the student handbook,” I said, walking toward my desk—turning my back on him mostly so I could hide my smile as he told me that I should check on that and get back to him. Before I got too far away, he said my name. Took a few steps toward me, so only I could hear him.

“Seriously, though. I think this will be good for you. Give it a try?”

After Wentz’s class I walked out into the hallway, and I swore it was like somebody from central casting had planted the three girls in the hallway. The leader—there was always a leader—was younger than me by a year, maybe two. Who could keep track? Anyway, she turned to me, her practiced smile curved like a blade. Her words dipped in honey. Both of them sharp.

“Did you see?”

I shook my head.

Don’t spook them, Juliana!

One of the pack, a blushing and doe-eyed girl, stepped out and handed me a flyer. She breathlessly said, “Look!”

It was moments such as these that defined us.

Juliana . . .

I’d play nice, but that seemed like something that would be narrated in this exact moment. Like I would look down at this piece of paper and everything would change. The music would swell. The credits were ready to roll. Suddenly I’d be okay. Healed. Whole.

But it was the same pink prom flyer Wentz had shoved at me—the theme of prom had just been announced. I turned around, expecting Wentz to be looking at me—he would have expertly engineered this exact moment. But he was excitedly talking to some kid about their extended essay.

My tongue was faster than my good sense so I said, “The theme is . . . enchanted gardens?”

The girls nodded, triumphant, in unison, a collective being of enthusiasm and energy.

There was a time—when the Man and I first teamed up—that I would’ve dropped a promo on these three girls. The Man, holding the mic for me as I totally eviscerated the one who’d handed me the flyer, still standing with her hand out. Back then I could get away with it. The raw anger, the deep loss. All of it bubbling up into frenetic words that dropped onto people like an elbow from the top rope. Right after Dad died, every do-goodie-two-shoes wanted to connect. People felt obligated to be nice, I guess, to find me and ask me to sleepovers. I could see it in their eyes, like asking me to come to the roller rink would somehow save me.

Don’t dismiss a good roller rink.

“Uh, thanks. This is . . . exciting.”

Especially if it has a DJ.

I stuffed the flyer into my pocket and stepped around the group who went back to their cooing over the prom announcement. As soon as I got past them, something dropped inside me. A brick tossed through a window, crashing its way through my body. A realization that, maybe, I
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