
  
  [image: ]




  
  
      
        
          More Anger Chronicles

          The Anger Chronicles, Book Two

		      
          Jessie Preisendorfer

        

        
          [image: ]

          NineStar Press

        

      

    


  
  A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

More Anger Chronicles: Freshman Year

eBook ISBN: 978-1-64890-960-3

Print, ISBN:  978-1-64890-961-0

© 2026 Jessie Preisendorfer

Cover Art © 2026 Mandy Porto

Edited by Elizabetta McKay

Published in July 2026 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.
NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
CONTENT WARNING: This book contains the discussion of child abuse (past reference); sexual assault (past reference); substance/alcohol use/addiction (adult relative), drug and alcohol use (teenage), past trauma/ death of a family member (past reference), trauma (child in foster care system; past reference); depiction of physical violence (high school students); use of strong language.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Freshman Year
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Jessie Preisendorfer
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  

For all the social workers,

   Thank you. 










  
  Freshman Year









  
  Chapter one

Igot a black eye on my first day of ninth grade. It mostly wasn’t my fault. You should know that I showed up at school that morning a little cranky, which may have contributed to getting the black eye. I was cranky because Toya had been acting weird for at least a week. All summer, we had been dating, “hanging out” (kissing), and texting constantly when we weren’t together. Awesome. 
Then, about a week before school started, I didn’t get as many texts from her, and she even ignored one or two of my texts, which kicked off my anger. I didn’t want to be angry because of Toya. I really liked her. Like, really, really.
Making everything worse, she bailed on going to the movies with me the night before the start of school. She told me some shit about her dad changing the dates for her staying at his house, but she still could have gone to the movies. I mean, we were starting high school the next day, which was kind of a big deal. I thought we were in this whole first-day-of-high-school thing together. When she texted me to cancel our date, I got super angry and sent her a long voice-to-text rant that was way too long and way too angry. She didn’t respond. At all. So, I finally texted Whatever and turned off my phone.
I woke up early, and Spock, my foster family’s big black cat who sleeps with me, came up to head bonk my chin to say “good morning.” I rubbed his ears and turned on my phone. Toya had responded Whatever to my Whatever. Ugh. I guessed we were in a fight. On the first day of high school. Terrific. Also, my friend Wanda had texted around midnight to see if I wanted to come over for breakfast before school, but since I hadn’t responded—BECAUSE MY PHONE WAS OFF BECAUSE OF TOYA—I didn’t tell Wanda Yes. I was starting high school alone.
Before school, my morning was filled with my foster brothers, nine-year-old twins, bouncing off the walls with excitement. Going into fourth grade apparently made them grown men because they both asked for coffee at breakfast. Their mom, Mrs. Morgenstern (Mrs. M to me), poured them each some milk in a coffee mug.
“Your coffee, Mr. Morgenstern,” she said to Eli and, “Here’s yours, Mr. Morgenstern,” to Nathan.
Raising my orange juice glass to Nathan, I said, “Cheers, old chap,” and then, “Old bean,” to Eli and raised my glass to him. We all clinked drinks because we were proper gentlemen.
“Cheers, bean,” Eli said to Nathan, and they both slipped out of their chairs as Mr. Morgenstern came into the kitchen. Together, at top volume, they told their dad the story of the morning—that they’d had coffee and were chaps and beans.
He raised his eyebrows. “Certain people are excited about today, I see.” He asked me, “Are you excited to start high school?”
“No. Toya is being weird. I don’t know where any of my classes are, and I’m starting all over again. Again.” I remembered last year when I had three first days of school because of transferring midyear three times. It sucked to do that in a regular year, but in eighth grade, it was a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from.
Mrs. M said, “At least it’s only you ninth graders in school this week. None of you knows where anything is. You won’t be the only one starting from scratch.”
She had a point.
She continued, “Sorry about Toya. Maybe she’s worried about school.”
She did not have a point there. Toya was not worried about school. She was practically a genius—all honors classes and gifted track stuff. Something else was definitely the problem—probably something about me. Her “whatever” text cut through me every time I thought about it, and I thought about it a lot.
“Yeah, probably. I’ll see her today.”
Mr. M said, “Let’s celebrate tonight. Shay, you like kale salads, right?”
The twins swiveled their heads at us.
“Love them,” I said. “Kale’s my favorite.”
The twins were horrified.
I winked at them, and they started bouncing around again, cheering, “Pizza! Pizza!”
I headed off to Median High School on my bike. Toya and I had made this trip a bunch of times over the summer, but today, I rode alone.
There were teachers posted everywhere outside, and one of them near the bike rack helpfully pointed me toward the bike rack, saying, “Bike rack right there,” so cheerfully I felt sorry for her. Who liked the first day of school?
“Last name?” she asked.
“Turner.”
“That door right there,” she said cheerfully, unhelpfully pointing to a giant bank of many doors.
“Thanks!” I tried to mimic her cheer, but it totally sounded sarcastic.
Her face fell. Disappointment? The realization that today was the first day of school, perhaps? Shaking it off and resuming her cheerful smile, she pointed at the bike rack next to her to the next kid who rode in.
I went in the first door in the bank of doors, and another cheerful teacher asked me for my last name.
“Turner,” I said again, and he cheerfully pointed to a long line of students. I took my place at the end and eventually got to the front.
“Hi, I’m Ms. Milly, your school counselor.” She glanced at me, then checked my schedule. “Head to Room 102 for homeroom. Down that hall and down the stairs.” She pointed to the other side of the school entrance where there were three halls.
“Okay, thanks.” And I took a guess and headed down one of the halls. I picked the least crowded hallway to search for the stairs.
“Oh my god Shaaaaay!”
I turned around to see Wanda running down the hall to me. We hugged.
She leaned back, checking out the shirt Toya had helped me pick out for today. “I love that shirt! Your boobs look great!”
“Oh my god, Wanda. Stop. Where’s Raymond?” Wanda and Raymond had been a thing at the end of the year—they’d hooked up the same night Toya and I had hooked up. Raymond spent a lot of the summer at camp, so Wanda hadn’t seen him much.
She frowned. “Raymond? Meh.”
“Uh-oh. What happened?”
She waved her hand. “He’s a child. Where’s Toya?”
I waved my hand. “Meh.”
“Eewww, that sucks. Well, watch out Median High, here come two single ladies, ready to break some hearts.”
I did not feel that enthusiastic. I did not want to be a single lady at all.
I told Wanda my homeroom was Room 102. Her homeroom was Room 302. We got to the stairs and went our separate ways, promising to meet up at lunch.
The teacher was waiting at the door to Room 102. “Hi, I’m Ms. Kern.”
“Shay Turner.”
“Hi, Shay, this is homeroom. The seats are in alphabetical order. Find the folder with your name on it at your desk. Sit there. It’s nice to meet you.”
I walked in, and there were about five other kids in there already. I found my seat and sat down. No one stared at me, which was a good thing. I scanned the room. Everyone was miserable—totally expected on the first day. We were all on our phones when the bell rang, and Ms. Kern started class.
Then, another teacher came in with a skinny white kid with a buzz cut.
“Hi folks, I’m Ms. Marcelli. This is Wilson.”
He was too small for high school. He walked right over to me.
“That’s my seat,” he said accusingly and pointed at the desk with the folder with my name on it.
Then I made a mistake.
I SHOULD have said, “My name is on the folder.” I SHOULD have waited for a teacher to intervene. But seconds before, I had seen an Instagram post from Toya proclaiming her joy at being back in school, with a picture of her that was GORGEOUS. Yep, I was angry. I SHOULD have gotten up and waited for further instructions because, obviously, this kid had some claim to this particular desk. But I didn’t do anything I SHOULD have done. I did the opposite.
I said, “Get the fuck out of my face.” I turned away from him, back to my phone.
He said, “Hey,” and as I turned to him, he swung at me. I have been hit in the face before, but never so unexpectedly. I was surprised, and suddenly, the pain hit me and made me even angrier.
I jumped up, grabbed him, and swung. I missed because Ms. Marcelli had grabbed him and pulled him backward away from me. My punch flew past his face just before Ms. Kern stepped between us.
“Let’s go, Wilson.” Ms. Marcelli took him out of the classroom.
I stood there. Everyone was staring at me now.
Ms. Kern peered at my face. “Shay, are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I don’t even care where I sit.”
“Wilson has some things going on right now. We can talk about that later. Right now, you should go to the nurse and get some ice.” I realized my cheek was swelling. And it hurt. Great. Ms. Kern wrote me a pass and gave me vague directions to the nurse’s office.
I found my way back to the main hallway, toward where the nurse’s office was supposed to be. Justin, a boy I’d kissed at a party last spring, stood there, talking to one of the security guards. I didn’t have feelings for him or anything; I kissed him because I was mad at Toya, even though we weren’t even dating yet. Some former friends recorded me and Justin and posted it. The video went viral, and my life was ruined for a long time. He was a junior at the time, and I was in eighth grade. Gross, right?
He stared at me. I stared back. This day was officially a disaster. I hated Median High School. Justin sauntered over and put his arm around me. Such a douche.
“This girl,” he said to the security guard. “We kissed, and it made me famous.” Then he turned to me. “You still thinking about me?”
I angrily shrugged his arm off. “Made you infamous, more likely. I was only fourteen, you perv.”
The security guard’s eyes widened, and he turned to Justin, who was now angry at me.
“Fuck you, foster,” Justin said.
My anger blossomed. “And Justin, you’re a terrible kisser. Probably why I’m dating girls now.”
The security guard laughed, made a shooing motion to Justin and me, and said, “Okay, Justin, go get your working papers.”
Justin gave me the finger and left us. The security guard turned to me.
“Okay, freshman, who are you, and where are you headed?”
That was how I met Marty, the security guard.
Pro tip: Get to know the security guards, especially if you’re me, and drama seems to follow you around.
“I’m Shay, and I’m heading to the nurse.”
He squinted at my face and grimaced. “That’ll be a black eye, I’m sorry to say. What happened?” He turned and began walking down the hall.
I followed him. “I was sitting in my seat, and some kid named Wilson had a problem with that.”
Marty nodded. “Sounds about right. Wilson’s got some issues. Ms. Kern knows him pretty well and so does Ms. Marcelli. I still wouldn’t turn my back on him.” We had arrived at the nurse’s office. “Here you go, Shay. I’ll see you around.”
“Thanks, Marty.”
The nurse was waiting with a small bag of ice for me. “You must be Shay. Ms. Kern called me. Rough first day, huh?”
Her kindness pissed me off. Why was every adult so thrilled to be here today?
“I have to call your mother,” she continued.
I took the bag of ice and ALMOST told her that my mother was dead, and my foster mother was at work. I wanted to make the nurse feel bad because I was still angry about Justin. And Toya.
Instead, I said, “Tell her I’m fine and going back to class. It wasn’t a fight. Some kid got mad because I was sitting in his seat.”
“Do you want to talk to her? Let me see.” She checked my cheek, lifting the bag of ice to see.
“No, that’s okay.” Then I lied for the first time in high school. “I feel fine.”
I was angry, super sad, hopeless, and depressed. The exact opposite of “fine.” I held the bag to my face and gave the nurse the fakest thumbs-up I could muster. She checked my eyes, and I held eye contact because that was important when trying to pull off a lie. And pass a concussion test.
“Okay, Shay. Good luck with the rest of your day. If you get a headache or anything, come on back.” Another fake thumbs-up from me, and I was back in the hallway. Not even eight o’clock and high school sucked already.






  
  Chapter two

Iheld the small bag of ice to my cheek as I walked back into homeroom with Ms. Kern. Wilson and Ms. Marcelli weren’t there, and everyone was walking around with sheets of paper—some kind of get-to-know-you activity. Ms. Kern approached my desk. 
“Hi, Shay. Come with me.”
I followed her into the hallway, and she peered at my face.
“I’m so sorry that happened this morning. I’m your case manager here. That means I do your testing for your education plan and write your learning plan. I’m also your math teacher, so I’ll see you at the end of every day this year. Today, we have an extended homeroom, but usually, it’s only ten minutes long.”
She paused. “I think that’s everything you missed. Wilson has been suspended for punching you. When he comes back, you, he, and I will have a meeting to resolve your conflict. He sat in that desk for summer school. He probably thought he was supposed to sit there this morning too. Wilson doesn’t always handle frustration very well, as you can probably guess. Do you have any questions for me?”
I shook my head, and we headed back in. There were about ten kids in the room, all freshmen. We spent a while figuring out which classes we had together. Ms. Kern took us around the school, and we walked past our classrooms, down to the cafeteria, the gym, and to our lockers. Turns out, I was a locker expert—it helped that I’d been to five different middle schools with many types of lockers. Ms. Kern and I helped everyone open their lockers.
As I watched a random boy from another class practice opening his locker, I heard someone say, “Shay.”
I turned toward Toya, standing there with a girl I didn’t recognize, looking more gorgeous than in her Insta post earlier. I hadn’t seen her in almost a week.
“Hey,” I said brilliantly, trying not to burst into flames of jealousy toward the beautiful girl. I added, even more brilliantly, “What’s up?”
She had to be thinking about how dumb I sounded. Toya replied, “Nothing. What’s up with you?”
Wow, this had to be the most awkward conversation in the history of the world. And every single person in the hallway—Ms. Kern’s class plus another, also practicing opening lockers—was staring at us. Also, I was probably talking a little loudly to Toya to cover my anger/hurt/embarrassment.
She turned to the beautiful girl. “Well, we should go.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said, even though she wasn’t talking to me. Definitely too loud. I hoped she couldn’t tell I was angry and hurt from the increased volume of my voice. I made an effort to control my tone and quietly added, “You have a good day,” and turned back to the lockers. Toya had to know I was hurt when I said that, and I could feel her eyes on me, but I resisted returning her gaze. Damn. How bad could this day get? Stupid question, as it turns out.
We all trooped into the gym and sat in the bleachers in alphabetical order. Mr. Black, our gym teacher, launched into a speech that lasted the entire thirty minutes of class. Typical for a first-day-of-school speech, it contained something for everyone—dress code, sportsmanship, grading, and attendance. I tried to pay attention but couldn’t. Everyone around me had already pulled out their phones. To my surprise, I saw my friend Nessa (from last year’s math class) sitting far down on the bleachers from me. James, her service dog, sat next to her. I texted her, and when she got it, she looked around and frantically started waving to me. I waved back. We texted until gym class ended. I felt relieved to finally see a friend. The best part was that we both had math with Ms. Kern at the end of the day.
Of course, when a good thing happens, something terrible has to happen to offset it. So, on my way to social studies, of course, I saw Jamie, my nemesis from last year. Jamie was Justin-the-eleventh-grade-Douche-Perv’s girlfriend last year (soooo gross), but she broke up with him when the video of him and me kissing went viral. Personally, I thought she should have thanked me, but she got mad and stayed mad for the rest of the school year.
I didn’t care about Jamie being mad because I didn’t need her in my life. We had both been friends with this girl, Charlie, who ghosted me as soon as the shit hit the fan with Justin. Jamie didn’t matter this year because after my social exile ended last year, Toya and I had eventually made up and I’d moved on to having better friends.
As Jamie and I walked into social studies class, she glanced at me without reacting. Weird, because she hated me. Last year’s language arts class had been a total shitshow, and Jamie’d had a lot to do with that. I was filled with dread that she would pull the same shit this year. We were seated alphabetically, the same as in every other class, so I was far from Jamie. She barely glanced at me and sat with her shoulders slumped, staring at her phone. Her sad face pleased me because I was a bad person.
We did some stupid get-to-know-each-other bingo game, and I had to walk around asking people questions, trying to find out who liked the same ice cream and movies. No one was doing the activity, but we instinctively knew as a group to fake it. We all acted as if we were talking and sharing and eager to learn what we’d all done over the summer. The longer we participated in the bingo game, the longer we could put off doing work. I ended up standing with a couple people, and it was then that Jamie walked over, still miserable.
“I saw your boyfriend earlier,” I said, digging at her because, remember, I was a bad person. I knew they’d broken up, that it had been a bad breakup, and it had been because Justin and I had kissed.
I piled on when she didn’t respond, because I was a jerk who could carry a grudge. I had a huge grudge against Jamie. “Your boyfriend, Justin, is a senior, right? But seniors aren’t back until Monday. He must be here checking out all the ninth-grade girls. But aren’t they a little old for him?”
The group we were in stared at us.
Jamie glared at me. “Fuck you, Shay.”
That was weak. She was usually good for a couple clever zingers, but “Fuck you, Shay” was just lazy. And was she about to cry?
I wanted to dig at her some more, but she abruptly left the group, heading for the teacher, who gave her a bathroom pass.
The group turned to me.
“Your eye is red,” observed a brilliant kid wearing a Thrasher T-shirt.
“Yeah. I got in a fight with a kid in a Thrasher shirt earlier,” I said, and stared at him until he shook his head, muttered something under his breath, and walked away to join another group.
The rest of the group I was with slowly moved away, except for this one kid.
“Jamie is a bitch,” he said.
“Yup,” I agreed.
We shrugged at each other, got out our phones, and stood there scrolling until the end of class. Jamie didn’t come back to class that day.
Let me explain my third-block class—this was when lunch happened. Lunch was the scariest, worst, most-drama-filled part of the day. Lunch was where popularity was found and lost, reputations made and broken, relationships formed and ended. Fights happened mostly at lunch and they were pretty exciting, unless it was girls fighting. Then it was terrifying. Lunch was a nightmare hellscape with nowhere to hide.
The whole ninth grade had First Lunch, which meant we ate lunch at 10:30. In the morning. Who was hungry at 10:30?
I got to the cafeteria—filled with tables with tiny attached chairs, bad smells, and fluorescent lighting. The noise was deafening as hundreds of ninth graders walked around, blasting music, screaming, laughing, singing, filming videos. Some people had already eaten; others were similar to me—arriving for the first time and standing right inside the door with our mouths hanging open.
Through some miracle, I saw Wanda, frozen at one of the other doors with her mouth agape. She was an island in the ocean, and I had been fighting to stay afloat all morning. I dashed over and grabbed her arm. We hugged each other.
Letting go, she said, “This place sucks.”
“Yep.”
Even though most people weren’t eating, a line of people snaked into the cafeteria, waiting to get food. We decided to skip the line and found two seats together at one of the tables, where three boys already sat eating. We’d already figured out that the cool kids didn’t eat lunch, so these kids definitely weren’t cool enough to be mad at us for joining them.
I told Wanda my shitty story. “I saw Justin and Jamie already.”
She was appropriately horrified, then immediately wanted details.
Wanda told me she’d seen her ex, Raymond, in the hallway between classes, walking in the opposite direction with two boys. They’d made eye contact, but he’d completely ignored her, trying to be cool.
“You’re just a wittle baby man, Raymond!” she’d babytalk-yelled at his back.
The boys walking with him had bent over, laughing. Ah, Wanda. She was so much better at that stuff than me. My anger always dulled my sharp wit. She’d also seen Toya, but from a distance, so she didn’t talk to her. I told her about seeing Toya during locker-opening time and acting completely normal and natural.
She waved her hand in a circle at my face. “Tell me about all this.”
She meant my eye, of course, not my perpetual scowl. I told her what had happened.
“I can’t believe you got punched already,” Wanda said, her eyes flicking over my shoulder. “Charlie’s here. She’s alone.”
Charlie was the queen of a friend group in eighth grade. They bullied people and made everyone who wasn’t in their clique feel bad. Charlie dragged me into the group on my first day, and Jamie had hated me instantly for it. Being in Charlie’s group was kind of cool, until eventually it turned very bad. Toya was in Charlie’s group, so it wasn’t a total loss.
I whipped my head around to see her. Yep, Charlie was standing in the doorway to the cafeteria—a shark surveying the sea for a fish dinner. I turned back to Wanda.
“She’s an asshole, and my day is bad enough without dealing with her.”
“Dealing with who, freak?” Charlie the Shark plopped down in the empty seat at the table. “Who’s an asshole?”
I rolled my eyes. Would I be able to stop myself from saying something that would piss her off? (What do you think?)
“You already know the answer to that question. You are, Charlie. You’re the asshole.”
And that quickly, I had become a dinner fish. Charlie the Shark stared at this fish who had dared come out from behind the reef.
The three boys stopped shoving the school-made cheeseburgers into their ninth-grade mouths and put their hands on their trays, preparing for a hasty exit should shit pop off. I had volunteered to be the fish and, committed, stared right back at the shark.
“Hey, Charlie, your asshole friends would be really disappointed if they saw you sitting here with me.”
“With us,” said Wanda, a fish now, coming out from the safety of the reef.
“With us,” I agreed, staring at Charlie. Hard.
I could see the wheels turning in her brain, all the possible choices she could make and all the possible outcomes.
“Nice black eye,” she finally said.
“Yeah. Someone else tried to sit in your seat earlier, so I fought them. Told them I saved it for you.”
She did some more calculations in her brain and finally got up.
Walking away, she snapped the D slur at both Wanda and me. I was too shocked to respond, but Wanda wasn’t.
“No one likes you. AND you’re a homophobe!” she shouted.
People stared at Charlie as she tossed her middle finger back at us.
“She thinks we’re together,” I said. “Sorry, Wanda.”
She shrugged. “I don’t care. I made a worse choice than you with that idiot Raymond. And Charlie? She’s not a happy person.”
I made a sweeping gesture across the cafeteria. “No one is happy today, my friend. No one is happy.”






  
  Chapter three

Iwalked Wanda to her third-block class. After, I wandered around a bit because I couldn’t handle sitting in another classroom. 
Teachers were posted in all the hallways to point us freshmen in the right direction. “Where are you headed?” they’d ask cheerfully, and I’d say, “Room 305” or “Room 212.”
They’d point at a stairway and say, “Go up and turn left” or “Go down and turn right,” and I’d head into the stairway and continue in the opposite direction.
Eventually, I got caught when a teacher remembered me from a few minutes earlier.
“Still can’t find Room 212?” he asked.
I shook my head and turned around to leave his hallway. His cheerful demeanor turned to annoyance because he’d figured out I was wandering the halls and then offered to help me by walking me to class.
“No, thank you though.”
“I insist,” he said. No getting out of this. “Where are you headed, really?”
I handed him my schedule, and his tone turned cranky.
“It’s right here. Come with me.” Turned out my English class was around the corner. Yippee.
Mr. Crankypants escorted me into class. “I found this one wandering,” he said to the teacher in front of the class.
The guy standing in front of the room turned to me. “What’s your name?”
I told him, and he made a mark on his clipboard, then pointed to an empty seat.
He announced to the class, as if they’d all walked in late, “Let’s get here on time, people. Starting tomorrow, lates earn detentions.”
I was immediately angry. “I’m so sorry,” I called out sweetly as my English teacher was getting ready to pick up from where he’d so rudely been interrupted by my entrance.
He glared at me for interrupting his passive-aggressive scold, and I stared right back. Great. I fucking hated high school.
On my desk was a copy of The House on Mango Street. We were reading silently today. Whew. I wouldn’t have to collaborate with a small group or participate or talk to anyone at all.
You should know, I read. A lot. It was one of the best and easiest escapes for a kid whose life was constantly changing. I could change foster placements and pick up the same book I’d been reading and nothing was different, even if my sleeping situation, family, and school had all changed in twenty-four hours. It wasn’t cool to like to read, but walking into a silent class and being able to stick my nose into a book was okay by me.
The rest of English was a huge bore. Turned out our real teacher, Ms. Hasim, was absent, and the passive-aggressive guy was a sub. Having never introduced himself, he wrote the sub plans on the board and sat, scrolling through his phone, for the whole block.
My last class of the day was math, back in the room where this nightmare day had started. I got to the door and stopped. The desks had been arranged in groups of four. Ugh. Group work. Wanda sat at a table, practically breaking her arm waving at me. I might have actually smiled in relief as I joined her empty group.
“How’s your eye?” She squinted.
I lied. “Doesn’t hurt anymore. How’s it look?”
“Not too bad,” she lied back, for which I was grateful.
“How was your day?” I tried to change the subject.
“Sucked. I hate this place.”
“Me too,” I said, a little too loudly, and a couple kids raised their heads from their phones, briefly.
The bell rang, and Ms. Kern waved someone in. Nessa and James! I waved at her; she waved back. Ms. Kern explained to the class about James being a service dog. When in school, he was on duty, and no one was allowed to pet him. She asked if anyone had any questions. One kid asked why Nessa needed a service dog. I was pissed at the kid, nosy jerk.
Ms. Kern said, “That information is private, William. Are there any questions about what you can do and not do around James?”
Nessa said, “It’s okay. I don’t mind. I have a seizure disorder, and James is trained to alert me when I’m about to have one. He’s trained to tell me by getting my attention. I can take medicine or get on the floor so I don’t hurt myself.”
When she finished, the room was silent. Some kids went, “oooh” in respect. Ms. Kern asked if there were any more questions. There were definitely millions more, but no one was stupid enough to ask any. She pointed Nessa to Wanda's and my table. Kids slid out of the way, allowing her and James to move through the room to us. There was plenty of room, but they cleared the aisle as if making way for the queen. They did everything short of bow.
I was amazed. What Nessa did was the bravest thing I’d ever seen. She sat down, and James settled at her feet.
Wanda said to Nessa, “Badass move.”
I nodded. “Amazing.”
Nessa shrugged, then peered at my face. “Your eye got worse.”
“Yeah. The Morgensterns will be pissed when they see it.” I was right. They knew I’d been punched, thanks to the over-eager nurse. I’d gotten texts from both, but after reassuring them, they’d left me alone all day. My eye was getting darker and was still a little swollen.
We talked about how sucky our days had been while Ms. Kern passed out a couple sheets of paper to each group. It turned out, we were already in our group for the first unit. A relief—math was filled with friendly faces.
Suddenly, I felt something on my foot. James had his face on my foot. He appeared to be dozing but tilted his head to peer up at me with one eye.
I whispered to Nessa, “Is James okay?” She checked under the table.
“He’s fine. He’s still near me and will wake up if he needs to. Once this summer, he came into my bedroom from the living room during his break time to warn me.”
James’s eyes were closed now, but I was suddenly even more in awe of this dog who took such good care of my friend. And right now, me.
Ms. Kern started class, and everything was pretty chill, which I appreciated after my day of cranky and overly cheerful adults. We did a diagnostic test, and Ms. Kern talked to us individually about our education plans. Not me. We spent our chat talking about Wilson and our fight this morning. I could tell she felt bad, and I sort of liked her, so I tried to make her feel less bad. I apologized for cursing at Wilson. Pro tip: adults hate when we curse and love when we apologize.
I told her I would definitely talk with Wilson when he got back from suspension and try to be friends. I think I was maybe a little too overenthusiastic because she paused for a few seconds.
“Well, okay,” she said finally. “That was easy.”
I smiled to compensate for my eagerness for conflict resolution with this kid who obviously had some kind of issues. My smile was too fake and not my best work.
I turned, muttered, “Thanks,” and went back to my seat. I wasn’t even sure what I was thanking her for.
Math class ended with team-building crap. At least Wanda, Nessa, and I were on the same team for a while. That would make this class bearable. I don’t hate math, but I missed a lot of the basics because I’ve bounced around to so many schools.
It sucked going home because of my black eye. Mrs. M was there, and right away I could see she was mad underneath the concern. I told her the true story and asked her to call Ms. Kern about it if she needed verification. I wanted her to know that I didn’t do anything, that I didn’t realize Wilson had a hair trigger. Mrs. M wanted me to say I got hurt playing dodgeball. Fighting was against the rules for them. And me, too, now that I lived here.
When the twins got home, I explained I had gotten hit by a dodgeball in the face. Mrs. M was making us all a snack, so she heard me repeat the lie she wanted. The twins weren’t satisfied with a quick explanation, though, so I had to give them the whole story of the entire dodgeball match. I am an excellent liar; I always have been, so I knew exactly where to elaborate the details to make it exciting. In my reimagining, the game came down to the last two players—me against one other kid—with the entire ninth grade watching us. Halfway through my glorious recounting of my gladiatorial combat, the twins stared up at me as if I was some kind of hero. I felt horrible. Ugh. The black eye wasn’t my fault, and neither was the lie.
The twins were sufficiently entertained and excitedly told the story to Mr. Morgenstern when he got home. I escaped up to my room while the twins got ready for bed, anxious to leave the disappointed faces of my foster parents.
Lying in bed, I scrolled on my phone for a million years before I got bored and gave up and went to sleep.

      ***The next morning, my eye was officially black and blue. I waited until the twins had left for school to go downstairs. 
“It’s late,” Mrs. M said at the sink with her back to me, obviously still pissed. She turned around and saw my black eye, and her face softened. “Oh, Shay.” She came over and took a closer look. “Does it still hurt?”
I shook my head, embarrassed. “Not anymore.” She didn’t believe me. “I promise.”
My eyes started burning because I was about to cry. It almost broke my heart. “I promise it doesn’t hurt. And I’m sorry I’m late. I stayed upstairs because I didn’t want to have to lie to the twins again.”
“I believe that it mostly wasn’t your fault. I really do,” she said. “I’m sorry I asked you to lie to the twins. I didn’t want them hearing that you’d been in a fight. They admire you so much.”
Ugh. Shit. That was a low blow, and I could feel the tears starting again. I was also angry. It hadn’t been my fucking fault, and here I was, feeling bad for no reason at all.
I didn’t want any kids admiring me; I was a terrible role model. I couldn’t make it one day in high school without getting a black eye.
“I never asked to be admired. I’m a mess and probably the last person they should look up to except as an example of everything not to do.”
Mrs. M’s face hardened. “Shay, they’re nine years old. You’re in high school. Of course they look up to you. Get used to it.” Mad at me again, she stood up and grabbed her bag and phone. “I’ll drive you to school. Come on. Grab your lunch and something to eat in the car.” And with that, she turned and left the room. Ah, yes. A foster parent being mad at me. Totally familiar.
I grabbed the lunch bag and a granola bar and followed her out to the car. We drove in heavy silence, and it got more and more awkward. We weren’t weird around each other, Mrs. M and I. We’d always been able to talk with each other. It felt awful, and it got worse over the short drive. When she parked the car, I almost opened the door before she had parked and was sliding out when she turned to me.
“Have a good day, Shay.”
I nodded. “You too.”
She pulled away without a glance at me. I was the biggest piece of garbage that had ever been thrown out in the history of garbage. I walked into Median High School, completely defeated before the day’s battles had begun. 






  
  Chapter four

Day two started with dumbness and ended with even dumber dumbness. Only ninth graders were in again, so you’d think the drama level would be decreased. Nope. 
Wanda had texted me that she had a doctor’s appointment and would be absent. So that sucked. And the very first minute of the day, I walked into school and saw Toya. She smiled and for a brief second, I thought everything was okay. But then she nodded to me. NODDED TO ME, EVEN THOUGH I WAS SOMEONE SHE HAD KISSED ALL SUMMER, and kept talking to the cute girl from yesterday.
Everyone stood in the main hallway. People were still coming in, all of us still half asleep and the teachers not nearly as cheerful as yesterday. Toya, who was smiling and talking with the same stupid beautiful girl I saw her with yesterday, fucking NODDED TO ME.
Right before I had gotten to school, Toya posted on Instagram about being excited for another day in school. That made me pre-angry in addition to jealous that she was having just the best time ever without me. Plus, I had a black eye—a real indication of how my life was going without her in it—painful and bruised.
“Toya!” I yelled across the main hallway. Everyone stopped and stared at me, including Toya and her new cute girl. Toya came over to me.
She had seen me angry before. We’d spent the summer together, and I’d been angry a lot. She knew all the types, all the levels, all the stages of my anger. She’d never seen it aimed at her before. Her face, her gorgeous face that used to laugh with me and be cute with me, was irritated. “What is it, Shay?”
“You ghosted me. For her.” I indicated the cute girl, who had decided that this private conversation was also her business and had sidled up next to Toya. Cute Girl was even cuter up close, damn it.
“I needed a break. You’re pretty intense,” Toya actually had the nerve to say. As soon as I’d said the words “ghosted me,” everyone crowded around because it meant love-gone-wrong, and that was way more interesting than homeroom. The crowd had all heard that I was “too intense” for Toya. Now I needed them to know I wasn’t “too intense” and hadn’t done anything to deserve this.
“If you don’t want to be with me, just say so.” I made a Really Big Mistake by continuing. “It’s not cool to ignore people who have feelings for you. I told you I really liked you. I mean, we were supposed to ride our bikes to school yesterday.”
The crowd, which must have been around ten thousand people by now, laughed at the bike-riding detail, confirming I’d made a Really Big Mistake.
Toya tried to hide a smile, and I knew I hadn’t moved her with my speech about riding our fucking bikes to school together. Her smiling AT ME and not WITH ME was bad enough except she glanced at the cute girl when she did it. Instantly, I was furious.
“Fuck you, Toya!” I yelled and turned to get away from her as fast as I could. The crowd of thirty thousand freshmen had tightened around us, though, and when I turned, I crashed into a kid carrying an iced coffee, spilling it all over my shirt and the floor.
“Hey!” Iced Latte said as I practically ran down the hall away from the crowd.
When I got to homeroom, Ms. Kern was in the hallway, as happy as she had been yesterday, until she saw my face.
“Oh, Shay. Your eye. Does it hurt?” Before I could answer, she continued, “And your shirt. What happened?” I explained that my eye didn’t hurt, and I had spilled iced coffee on myself.
She smiled at me. “Quite a first week for you. Come on in. Let’s get you another shirt.”
“Please don’t call my foster mother. It really was an accident.”
Ms. Kern seemed concerned, and I realized she thought Mrs. M might be mean to me about it.
“She’s working,” I added, “and I don’t want to be any more trouble.”
“I won’t call your foster mother, Shay. I have another idea.” Ms. Kern made a phone call, and within five minutes, a student showed up at our classroom with a Median High School Senior class T-shirt that was huge but dry. I changed in a bathroom down the hall and thanked Ms. Kern, who put my wet shirt in a plastic bag on her desk.
My first block wasn’t gym today because my gym class alternated days with TV News Production class. The teacher, Mr. Douglas, was really young. He told us Median High was his first teaching job. The class had students from all grades in it, but today was only freshmen, of course. He showed us a pretty cool newscast from last year, with graphics and stuff. The students read the school news on air, did the weather report, announced sports scores and highlights, and interviewed the senior class president.
In this class, everyone would write the news, upperclassmen would read it on air, and freshmen would work the cables and cameras, learning how to do everything behind the scenes. If we liked it and wanted to sign up for next year, we could do that and maybe do the news on air.
Being on air was not my destiny, but at least I wasn’t behind in this class because of switching schools. Mr. Douglas showed us the studio and explained how his vision for the news would take us so much further than the old-style news broadcast the teacher who’d retired had produced for years. He said “equitable broadcasting” and “unbiased reporting” and “journalism ethics,” but most of us were on our phones for the
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