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			Dedication

			To my lovely wife Toni. 

			Thank you for all your support and encouragement.

		

	
		
			One

			The battle raged on—the fight for life or death. One hung on, doing everything in his power to survive. Pulling and tugging, they continued to fight. Pieces of meat were ripped off with all the thrashing back and forth. One of the two combatants desperately tried to hide in the tall grass. The larger one grabbed and ripped the other’s flesh while the weaker one curled up, trying to defend himself. It was a losing battle.

			I sat, shocked, amazed, and speechless, my mind racing as the events unfolded before my eyes. My heart was pounding like a big bass drum, and for a moment, I thought it would bounce out of my chest. I had never witnessed anything like this before. Should I do something? What could I do? I am only a child. 

			I gazed to my right, watching the bees buzz in the nearby flowers. I caught a whiff of jasmine as the wind blew in my direction, and the soft flowery scent filled my nose. I took it all in. The flowers were my mother’s favorite, and they were in full bloom. The bees went on about their business, oblivious to the battle taking place a few yards away. I glanced to the left—nothing but a row of trees lined the driveway. What should I do? Watch? Interfere? My mind raced, thoughts bouncing around my head like a ping pong ball in a closed box. I sat motionless, unsure of what course of action to take. This wasn’t something I could solve by searching a textbook. No, this was something I would have to figure out on my own.

			Time slowed down, every second lasting an eternity in this fight for survival. I watched as the worm hung on for its life and the other tried to fend off starvation. The worm clung onto whatever it could; the bird pulled and ripped, piece by piece, as it slowly devoured its prey. The battle finally ended—one happy with a full belly and the other gone, wiped off the face of the earth. My nerves rattled; my hands trembled. Nature was brutal and had taken its course. The battle was over, and the bird had won. I never doubted it would. How fast things can end. One moment the worm was waking up, minding his own business, crawling out of his hole to welcome the new day, and the next second, it was over. I wonder what goes through your mind as you take your last breath. I just hope I’m old and gray before I die. 

			I don’t know how I feel—maybe perplexed? Part of me thinks how cool it is that I was able to witness nature at its finest. Am I wrong to think this way? The other side of my brain says it was disgusting. I guess that really depends on whether you’re the bird or the worm. The scene challenged me, and I drifted off to another time when I had lost my puppy. I never knew what happened to him. Mommy said he ran away. I wonder if that’s true or if she decided to return him to the pet store. Or did she do something unthinkable? I loved that little runt, even though I only had him for a few weeks. Is he still alive? Is he living a good life? I wish I knew.

			I have often thought about that day as I go through life. I was ten years old when I witnessed that murder. It’s a day that will be etched into my mind forever. I often look back at my life the same way, yet I’m always the worm—the one who’s being picked on by others. I dislike bullies. Of course, when you have a name like mine, all the kids are going to make fun of you. I’m Gerald, but that’s not the bad part since a lot of kids have that name. No, I’m Gerald, Gerald Dupickle. See the problem? Pickle Head, Pickle Boy, Green Pickle, Green Machine. You name it, I’ve heard it. 

			Did I mention I was smarter than the other kids too? I took advanced classes in high school. I was the smallest kid in school, and I was a few years ahead of my age group. Throw in the name, and that made me one easy target.

			My mother, Lydia, did all she could to protect me when I was younger. She always called the other moms and complained about the boys who beat me up or tossed my backpack up into a tree. I begged her to stop calling, it only made matters worse, but she never listened to me. The older I became, the less I told her about my problems. 

			See? Even I can learn from my mistakes.

			I guess if I had a father, or even knew my dad, it might have made a difference. Maybe he would have taught me how to fight or defend myself, or at least block a punch. Ah, who am I kidding? I was clumsy with a capital C—the awkward kid in the class. It made me think life wasn’t fair; I had plenty of book smarts, yet no street smarts. Someone played a cruel joke on me. But that’s life, and you can’t change who you are—believe me, I’ve tried.

			Over the years, I have learned to embrace who I am. I even like who I am, but I always wondered what it would be like to be part of the cool crowd—the person who everybody loved, the guy the other kids wanted to be and hang out with, the sports hero who won the game at the final buzzer. The girls would all want to flock to me. Maybe I would even have a girlfriend. But that wasn’t going to happen. That’s right, I was still the worm fighting for survival.

			Then things changed, and my wish came true … well, sort of. The house next door sat empty for a long time. An investor purchased the home, fixed it up, and sold it for a profit. Smart move, if you ask me. 

			A new family moved in, and that’s when I met Bates Bergen. Bates and I sort of became friends. Bates was older than me and twice my size but not very smart. Bates offered me protection if I would help him with school. That worked for several years, and over time, we formed a pretty good friendship. But like many things in life, it expired. Things change, times change, and people go in different directions. Even though I promised to write, I hope he keeps in touch.

			That pretty much sums up my childhood. Now I’m starting college. It’s my first day, and I have to admit, I’m nervous. My stomach ached, felt twisted like a dozen butterflies flying around. I only hoped I wouldn’t retch in front of everyone. That would doom me before I even had a chance to be one of the cool kids. 

			That’s right, I won’t stop trying. That’s what people say: “Never give up.” I don’t know or understand why I want to fit in so badly. Maybe it’s because I never have. You see, we always want what we can’t have.

			So, here I am, a freshman in college at the age of sixteen. Who wouldn’t want to hang out with me? I’ve grown over the years, and now many kids have to look up when we talk, so I look older than I actually am. However, I could stand to gain some weight. I avoid sunlight as much as possible—it’s not good for my skin. My blonde hair always looks messy because it’s hard to do anything with all these curls. My best feature is my smile, or so my mother and aunt have always told me. So, what’s not to love, right? Maybe it’s my lack of people skills—or so I’ve been told. 

			I stared out the window as Mom rounded the bend, the college coming into view. The three- and four-story buildings looked grand. The red bricks told a story in themselves; the dark-colored bricks looked aged. Instantly, I knew those buildings had been here for decades. Then there were buildings made with lighter-colored bricks, which had to be relatively new, maybe built in the last three to five years. 

			Wait. Do other students think like this?

			Mom slowed down as we approached the black, wrought iron gates. “Lock Haven University” was stenciled over the entrance. She chose this university for me. It would not have been my first choice, especially since there were others I had my eye on, but they were larger schools. 

			The campus was located in a small Pennsylvania town overlooking the Susquehanna River—that’s an Indian name if I ever heard one. The school bore the same name as the town. I guess my mom felt I would be safer attending a small college, hidden, and tucked away from the world.

			She smiled through the rearview mirror. “We’re almost there.”

			I half-smiled back. Yes, she still made me ride in the back. Another embarrassing fact, but she felt I was safer in the backseat. After all, it was the late 1960s, and cars didn’t have seatbelts. 

			The registration paperwork stated fewer than four thousand students attended the school annually. I loved facts. I wondered how many parents and students have passed underneath this entryway. It wouldn’t take long to figure it out if I did the math. Mom turned her blinker on before making a slow, left-hand turn onto Eagle Lane. Our school mascot was the flying eagle, so it only made sense to have the main road named after it.

			We passed one of the older buildings on our right, Mason Hall—the science center. That’s where I planned to spend most of my time. My excitement level rose a notch, and my eyes grew wide. The building reminded me of an old turn-of-the-century palace; it stretched for an eternity. I couldn’t wait to step inside and breathe in the rich history.

			I quickly noticed the large windows spanning across the entire four stories of the Nelson Center. My mouth fell open as I gawked at the racks of books as we drove past. Row after row of books appeared on every floor. 

			“Oh my,” I gushed, “I’m going to love this library.” 

			I flew forward, crashing into the seat in front of me. 

			“Are you okay, baby?” Mom bellowed. 

			“I’m fine, and stop calling me baby,” I begged, searching for my glasses on the floor.

			“But you are my baby, and you always will be.” She smiled and turned her attention to the group of boys crossing the street in front of us. She cranked her window down slightly. “This isn’t a crosswalk,” she howled. 

			I took cover behind the seat, once again hiding from the world. The last thing I needed was a large target pasted on my back. Oh look, here comes the kid whose mother yells at students walking in the streets. 

			I heard one of them holler as we passed, and I caught a glimpse of his rude and all-too-common hand gesture. 

			“Your mother needs to teach you some manners,” she threatened.

			“Mom, will you please move on?” I whimpered from the floorboard.

			“I don’t need your snide remarks,” she scolded me. The car lunged forward as we continued down Eagle Lane. I crouched low in the backseat. I couldn’t wait to get out of the car and be free of her. It’s times like these that I wished I had a father. I’m sure he would have been cool and told her to relax, then he would probably wave at the boys, who would have waved back. He would have been the kind of father everyone wanted…

			He would have been my best friend.

			Mom turned right down the lane toward the college dorms. They were nestled in the center of the campus, giving easy access to all the classes, and everything was within walking distance. The newest building towered before us as the car slowly came to a stop. Decan Hall was the freshman dormitory building and the place I would call home for the next year. Each year I would have to move to a new building. I never understood that. Wouldn’t it be easier to stay in the same location every year? I’m sure there was a reason for it though, one I couldn’t wrap my head around at the moment. 

			The door screeched open as Mom stepped out of the car. I rose and peered out the window. Everything is going to be okay. I pulled the handle and pushed open the door. A new world awaited. I placed a foot outside and stepped into the fresh, crisp mountain air. I looked around. The other students were doing the same, getting out of vehicles and looking around, many as lost as I was. For the first time, I didn’t feel alone; we were all lost. 

			Boys and girls bustled about carrying luggage and boxes into the building. The trunk sprang open, and Mom instructed me to grab my bags. I wrapped my hand around the handle and removed the bag from the trunk. 

			Snap.

			Pop.

			I watched the contents of my suitcase spill all over the ground. Others stopped, looked, laughed … it was high school all over again. Not the entrance I’d planned on making. T-shirts, underwear, and socks galore, I scurried to grab them as quickly as possible, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. Mom leaned forward to help.

			“I got this,” I snapped. 

			“Excuse me,” she screamed. “How dare you bark at me?”

			Things were going from bad to worse in seconds. “Mom, I’m sorry. Please, calm down. I don’t need a scene, please!” I begged. 

			She softened and gave me one of her half-smiles. “Okay, I’ll let you handle this.”

			I jammed the last piece of clothing into the bag and snapped the lid shut. I raised my head to notice if anyone seemed to care. Everyone kept walking. 

			Huh, maybe college is going to be different. 

			I stood and wrapped both arms around the bag and started toward the door with Mom on my heels. I spotted a few older boys standing along the block wall next to the park wearing blue jeans and black T-shirts—a stark contrast to the plaid button-up shirt and brown corduroy pants I was wearing. They pointed and laughed, and I was sure they were calling me all sorts of things. 

			Ugh, maybe this is like high school all over again after all… 

		

	
		
			Two

			I lugged my broken suitcase up three flights of stairs. I was glad I didn’t get the room on the fourth floor, even though I had fussed about not getting the place I wanted—which was typical of me to raise a stink about not getting my way. Winded, I pushed the door open and looked down the corridor. It was times like these that I longed to be more athletic, but most book nerds like me were not inclined to take up sports. I started down the hallway. “303” was pasted on the middle of the brown door. I glided a little farther to 305. I moved past lucky 307, and then stopped and stared at my door, number 309. Why couldn’t I have lucky Room 307? But it was time to be a man and accept the room I was given, which was, sadly, 309. 

			“Why are you waiting? These boxes are heavy,” Mother blurted out.

			“Sorry.” I set my bag down and pulled the metal key from my pocket, slid it into the slot, and shoved the door open. Dorm sweet dorm, this was my new home. The room was larger than I had expected. The walls were bare, but the room contained all the proper furnishings: two beds, two small wooden desks with chairs, and a chest of drawers for each of us. 

			“Hello.” 

			Startled, I blinked and looked to the far side of the room. “Ah, hello,” I said in a sheepish voice to the young man sitting on the bed near the window.

			He pointed to his chest and smiled. “I’m Kim Lu, your roommate.” 

			Kim was an Asian boy, shorter than me by a few inches, thin and bony like myself. He even wore glasses. Things were looking up. I’d never met any Asian kids. My mother sheltered me growing up. This might work out well. I read somewhere that Asian children were brilliant; maybe we can study together. He may even challenge me on an intellectual level. 

			“Hi, I’m Gerald Dupickle.” I smiled. 

			“Are you going to introduce me?” Mother cut in.

			“Sorry.” I pointed to my mom. “This is Lydia.” 

			“Lydia?” Her tone said it all. “I’m Gerald’s mother. He’s ashamed to call me mom,” she said, glaring at me.

			“Sorry, Mom.” I bowed my head and noticed Kim had done the same. I had the feeling he knew what I was going through. Maybe he grew up in a similar environment—one with strict rules and a lack of fun. Perhaps he even came from a broken home like mine? My mind wandered as I set the suitcase on the bed closest to the door. I wanted the bed farthest from the door. I had a phobia about being the closest person to the door but didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot with my new roomie, so I kept my mouth shut. 

			Kim and I didn’t say much. He watched as I made several trips back and forth, bringing up a few boxes at a time. Why doesn’t he offer to help? Maybe it’s my mother, or the fact that I wasn’t here to help him bring his stuff in the room. 

			Finally, the last of my things were in place. Mother grabbed me and gave me a long hug. I wanted her to be gone and get on with this new chapter in my life. She held me tight and whispered things, not loud enough for my roommate not to hear. “I love you bunches. You have fun and study hard. Don’t forget to brush your teeth three times a day. Get a bath before you go to bed, and make sure you get to sleep by nine-thirty every night unless it’s Saturday, then you can stay up until ten. You know how you get if you don’t get enough sleep.” 

			I half-grinned, my face red with embarrassment. “I will, Mom, I promise,” I said with the hope that she would leave before she said anything else to embarrass me. I felt fortunate that Kim kept his back to me. He must have understood how I felt. “I love you too, Mom.” 

			Then she kissed me on the cheek, and a tear traced down the side of her face. I smiled. There’s no greater love than a mother’s love. 

			She turned and never looked back as she walked out the door, softly closing it behind her.

			Relief flooded me. I lowered myself and sat on the edge of my bed.

			“What would you like to do?” Kim asked. 

			I hadn’t noticed him staring at me. “What do you have in mind?” I asked.

			“I thought we could go check out the campus.”

			What a great idea. I walked to the window and caught a glimpse of my mother getting into her car and slowly driving away. “Sure, that sounds great.” I figured I could unpack later.

			I felt the metal key in my right front pocket and my wallet in the other. I was ready and started for the door. I didn’t say much, and neither did Kim as we walked down the stairs and out the front door. We stopped, looking left and then right. Kim nodded to the right, so that’s the direction we went.

			“Ah look, it’s suitcase boy and his tighty-whities,” some boy hollered and laughed. 

			I’d forgotten all about them sitting on the wall. Kim scurried away, and I picked up my pace to match his. The group jumped off the wall and followed. I heard them chuckle as we walked. 

			Where’s Bates when I need him? But he’s not here to protect me anymore. Kim walked faster, and I tried to keep up, but it felt like we were sprinting. I could tell he had experience with running from trouble. It takes a nerd to know a nerd. 

			We rounded the corner and headed down the next street; the sound of their footsteps was closing in on us. Nelson Center Library came into view. We could duck in there. Kim must have read my mind and started for the door. I stopped before going inside, turned, looked, and much to my surprise, no one was following us. The street was empty. It didn’t make sense. No one followed us. Had I imagined that? Maybe college was going to be different. I smiled, turned, and gazed at all the books as I entered. 

			The librarian sitting behind her desk cracked a smile at us. I followed Kim down the central aisle, glancing at all the rows of books. Kim started up the stairs to the second floor, then stopped on the third. I guess he knew where he was going. I followed him to the back of the room, and as we rounded the final row of shelves, I noticed several empty tables. Kim grabbed a book and took a seat. I guessed he already knew what he wanted to read. 

			The floor was empty except for Kim and me. I got the feeling we were hiding from someone, but that didn’t add up since the other boys didn’t follow us. Less than an hour at college and I already felt like I was back in high school.

			Might as well make the best of it. I walked to the closest aisle, wanting to touch and feel and smell every book. I noticed something move out of the corner of my eye. That was strange. One of the books inched forward. I knew I was alone. I looked left, then right. I stared at the book again, which had stopped moving. My mind must be playing tricks on me. I glanced at Kim sitting at the table, his head buried in a book. Startled, I jumped as the book slapped the tile floor. Eyes wide, I gazed at the book. 

			“Shh,” Kim whispered, thinking I dropped it. 

			I bent over and wrapped my long fingers around the book. “Do You Believe in Ghosts?” by Lance Edwards. What? I looked around without standing as I gawked at the cover. Do I believe in ghosts? I smiled. Of course not. Kim must have led me here to play a trick on me. Wow, maybe I have a fun roommate. My grin grew wide; I was on to his game. I straightened up and placed the book back on the shelf where it belonged. 

			Another thunderous crack echoed. A second book had dislodged itself from the shelf. 

			“Shh!” Kim scolded. 

			Puzzled, I took a step in the direction of the fallen book. I froze; all I could do was look at the cover. “Proof that Ghosts Exist.” I scuttled back, suppressing a shiver. What is going on? I looked at the sign at the end of the aisle—”Paranormal.” 

			Why did Kim bring me to the paranormal section of the library? Who else is here? From what I can see, it’s only the two of us.

			“This isn’t funny,” I whispered to Kim.

			He shot me a puzzled look before shushing me again. 

			Slowly, another book began to inch its way forward. Paralyzed, I watched. This is impossible. Everyone knows ghosts are only stories passed down from generation to generation. 

			They were far from real, yet the book continued to move. I lunged forward and extended my hand. My most significant moment in sports history would be catching this falling book. I watched as it skimmed my fingertips and crashed to the floor. 

			“Be quiet,” Kim insisted. 

			Mortified, I glanced at the tiled floor where the cover lay face down. This isn’t good; now I have to know what the cover reads. Frozen in fear, I looked at the book for a few moments as I grappled with what to do. My body twisted and squirmed inside. I felt too much like the worm who was about to be devoured. I can’t just leave the book like this, can I? I should walk away, go back to my dorm, and leave the book lying on the floor. Yes, that’s an option—one I can’t follow through with. I can’t just leave it on the floor. It has to go back where it belongs, which means I have to touch it. 

			I heard a soft chuckle. What? I stilled myself as I heard another faint hint of laughter. It came from the next aisle over and sounded feminine. I wasn’t alone. I cocked an eyebrow. My throat clicked when I swallowed as I moved to the end of the row. Stealth mode was never a strong suit of mine; I was clumsy and awkward in moments like this. I took a breath and placed a hand on the end of the bookshelf. Slowly, I forced myself to peek around the corner. I blinked not once but several times. The aisle was empty. I was disappointed because logically, books could not move by themselves, and I knew I heard giggles. I evaluated the situation. Someone had to be behind this, yet the row was empty. Things weren’t adding up, and anyone who knew me understood that numbers had to add up. 

			Frustrated, I sighed, inhaled, and tried to relax. Pivoting on my heels, I spun around and lunged backward. “Who are you and where did you come from?” I hollered. 

			“Shh,” she whispered, raising a finger to her mouth to shush me. Kim gazed at us from the table with wide eyes; I’m not sure he could speak. He, like myself, didn’t have a lot of experience talking to girls. She softly chuckled, holding the book in her hand. I noticed the cover, “How to Catch a Ghost.”

			“I didn’t mean to scare you. I was only playing around.” Her voice was soft and sweet to my ears. I’d never heard anything so kind.

			“Ah, hi-ya,” I said awkwardly.

			She cocked her head to the side, confused. “Ah, hi-ya?” she repeated back to me. 

			My heart galloped, and I angled my gaze to the floor. She wore pink sneakers and nice blue jeans. Her legs were long, and she had a tight waistline. Sweat started to bead on my forehead. Please don’t let my glasses fog over. Panic was about to set in when she spoke.

			“Are you okay? I honestly didn’t mean to scare you. I feel bad. Do you want to sit?” She steered me to the nearest table, wrapping her hand around my arm to steady me.

			I almost pulled away, but her hand was warm and soft against my skin, so I let her guide me. I pulled out a chair and lowered myself down. She grabbed a chair and slid it next to mine. I’m such a dummy. I should have pulled the chair out for her. I wanted to apologize for my actions, but my lips didn’t move.

			Her hand moved up to my shoulder, and she pushed me back slightly. “Do you feel better?”

			My eyes moved upward to where her long blonde hair cascaded like waves in an ocean. She could have been a model. I’d only seen girls this pretty in magazines. She had the prettiest blue eyes. I was hypnotized. I knew right away she was out of my league. My head bobbed up and down to let her know I was feeling better.

			“So, you’re okay?” she asked.

			I nodded again. 

			“I’m Angela, but my friends call me Angel,” she whispered. “This is Deidre,” she said, pointing to the gal standing behind her who I hadn’t even noticed, “but we call her Dee for short.”

			Dee issued a shy wave. I knew the minute I saw her that she was the gal for me: red high heels, tight blue jeans, brunette hair, olive-toned skin, and spellbinding brown eyes hidden behind brown-framed glasses. She wore bright red lipstick, and her smile was contagious. I knew I was going to hyperventilate. Struggling to calm my breathing, I bent over and placed my hands on my knees. 

			“Wow, Dee,” Angel giggled, “you took his breath away.” 

			“Do you have a name?” Dee asked as she stepped forward.

			“Gerald,” I whimpered from between my knees. Angel laid her hand on my back and rubbed in a circular motion. It felt like something my mother would have done for me. Gradually, I raised my head to look at the two ladies before me. “I’m okay,” I managed to say with my hands propped on my thighs.

			Thrusting her shoulders back slightly, Dee raised a hand and gently pushed her hair back, tucking a long strand behind her ear. Is she flirting with me? My mouth agape, I gazed at Kim, who was sitting alone on the other side of the room. He scratched his chin and appeared as baffled as I was. He parted his lips, trying to mouth something to me, but I had no clue what he was trying to say.

			“Are you a freshman, Gerald?” Angel asked.

			“Yes,” I pushed out. “I’m staying in the freshman dorm.” The minute the words left my mouth, I knew they sounded idiotic. To my surprise, the girls didn’t seem to care. I blushed and smiled.

			“I’m a sophomore, and Dee’s a junior.”

			Dee looked young, yet she was older. Twenty, if I had to guess. I felt she would freak out if she knew I was only sixteen, so I kept my mouth closed on the subject of age. Trying to take some of the onus off myself, I pointed to the table. “That’s Kim, my roommate.” I raised a corner of my lip and scrunched my nose, and Kim used the book to cover his face. I guess I’m on my own here with the ladies. 

			“I’m sorry we tricked you with the books,” Dee said sincerely. “We thought it would be funny.”

			Here’s my chance to change my image. “I thought it was cool,” I lied with confidence. “I mean, a little weird at first, sure, but I know ghosts aren’t real. 

			“Are you sure about that?” Angel asked, raising a brow.

			“Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

			“Then why were you in this section?” Angel asked.

			“Kim was looking for something.” I smiled, thrilled that they bought my lie. “I was just killing time.” 

			The girls smiled back. “Well, I’m glad you’re doing better,” Dee said.

			Angel’s eyes darted to her watch. “We have to run. See you around, Gerald,” she said as she started toward the exit.

			Dee twisted a strand of hair around her finger and twirled it slowly, then threw in a bit of a curtsy and nod. “It was a pleasure meeting you. Hope to see you around.” She smiled at me. “Oh, Kim, it was nice to meet you too,” she said as she strolled past his table. Their giggles faded away as they headed down the stairs.

			I leaned back in my chair and let out a gush of air. “They’re gone.”

			The book lowered, and Kim’s eyes appeared. I guess he wanted to make sure I wasn’t lying, then he smiled. “We talked to girls.” 

			“No, you didn’t. I did, ya dork.” We both beamed with pride and shared a good laugh.

		

	
		
			Three

			Hunger set in, so Kim and I decided to check out The Nest. I thought it was an appropriate name for the student center, which also contained the dining hall. My mind flashed to Dee, and I wondered if something was happening between us. I never paid much attention to the ladies before. Maybe I’m more of a man than I thought. Oh, who am I kidding?

			We walked out of the Nelson Center and past the Pryor Center, home of the literary arts. A large group of students lined the half-walls which surrounded The Nest. No one was waiting in line to eat, so Kim and I walked past and through the double doors. 

			I was so busy thinking about the possibility of meeting Dee that I had forgotten about the boys wearing black shirts. Three of them were perched near the entrance, and I turned my head to look away. With a little luck, maybe they wouldn’t recognize me. I breathed a sigh of relief as we strode past with no confrontation.

			The food looked impressive, though maybe that was because it was the first day of college. I noticed several items that I wanted to try, and I settled for two slices of pepperoni pizza and a bowl of chocolate pudding. Mom only allowed me to have chocolate pudding on special occasions like birthdays or holidays, so it was a real treat. I followed Kim, and we each grabbed a nice tall glass of Pepsi. Freedom flowed through my veins as I walked with confidence to the rear of the dining hall. 

			I noticed a couple of guys sitting at a table in the back of the cafeteria and made my way toward them. My nerves twisted up my gut as I imagined introducing myself, but I didn’t want to be the worm anymore—no, not here. I skirted around a few tables and weaved awkwardly around some students, trying not to draw attention to myself. I could tell right away that they were like Kim and me from the way they were dressed. It was that plain, boring geek look that I understood too well. One boy hid behind the “Lord of Light.” I had heard about that book, but Mom didn’t like me reading science fiction. Kim laid his tray on the table and pulled out a chair; I did the same without saying a word. One of the boy’s index fingers rose to his face so he could nudge his glasses up to get a better look. A faint smile crossed his face. I knew that look, the one when you’re glad it’s not the school bully. Why are people so mean to one another? I’ve never understood it because we’re all the same on the inside. 

			“Hi, I’m Gerald, and this is Kim.” I pointed.

			“Welcome. I’m Gannon Clark, and this is Desmond Hanks. We went to high school together.” Desmond
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