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  Chapter 1: Freshman Blues

  
  







Springfield, Illinois

August 28th

8:00 A.M.




Leaping Lancelots, did Frank Williams’s right eye throb! Pain seeped through the darkness behind his closed eyelids. The world spun from whatever force had knocked him out.

“Frank?” A voice pierced the fog of his brain. “Are you okay?”

Frank couldn’t speak. His vocal cords released short grunts. Groans. He strained to turn his head. Was that … grass? He lay on grass. Soft and springy. Mmm, the aroma of a freshly cut lawn.

On one side of his head lay the blue-framed glasses cursing him since fifth grade. He turned his head upward. A girl sporting more pink than a pack of bubblegum stared at him. Her flaxen hair waved in the gentle wind.

“Don’t move.” Another girl’s voice, one he didn’t recognize. High-London accent? “I have something that may help.” Seconds later, a cool sensation doused the forge of his face. The aroma of fresh mint relaxed his brain.

Frank tried to sit, but fell back. “What in King Arthur’s name—?” His voice came out weak. Squeaky. Thank you, puberty.

A third, deeper voice said, “Your dorky face caught a football. Honestly, probably your greatest athletic achievement.”

“James!” the blonde yelled at him. Anne Parrs, Frank’s best friend since fourth grade. She turned back to Frank with a concerned look in her baby-blue eyes. “How old are you?”

“Eleven?”

She reached a hand out to help him up. “You’re fourteen, numb-nuts.”

“Thank you, Anne; it’s called a joke.”

He took her hand, soft and smelling of peaches and cream lotion.

After settling back on solid ground, a wave of emotion hit him — he stood in front of a giant edifice: Lanphier High School.

A gray stone facade gave way to alternating red and gray bricks along the rest of the original building from the 1930s. On the north side stood the glassy tower of the Commons.

Okay, not quite the squirehood his heart craved, but a rite of passage all the same.

A tan boy in an orange-and-black jersey ran past, picking up the football Frank’s face failed to catch. He pointed at Frank and laughed. “Jeez, Williams. Get any fatter and we’ll have to get you a tank!”

James stood in front of Frank, puffing out his bony chest. “Say that to his face! He dares you!”

The jock laughed while walking to join his fellow jocks near the front doors.

Frank turned his head downward, arms wrapping around his Morgane-blessed gut. Instead of dwelling on his weight, he turned his attention to the girl who had placed the minty balm on his face. “Sorry, h-have we met before?”

Silver square-frame glasses. Almond-shaped eyes. High, freckled cheekbones. A blue skirt and white blouse made her stand out in a sea of blue jeans and T-shirts. A circlet of braids crested her onyx hair. A fair Princess.

She returned the small jar of balm to a canvas bag. The top half of the bag was white, the bottom half red.

“No, I’ve only just arrived in the United States. I saw the … erm … football hit you and rushed to your aid.” Yep, definitely the accent of Guinevere herself. “My name is Kazaysea.”

“Well, that’s definitely … a name,” James said.

Frank elbowed him in the ribs. Extra hard. Just for funsies.

“Where are you from?” asked Anne, showing genuine curiosity about something for the first time since sixth grade.

“Greenland.” She displayed her red and white canvas bag.

“What are you doing in Springfield?” James sounded vexed that she’d settle for the … ahem, “semi-rustic” city of Springfield, Illinois.

“My anaan — my mother — recently found a job here. May I ask who you are?”

Frank took the introductions upon himself. “I’m Frank. This is my best friend Anne. And lizard-head here is James. My … uh … my parents’ nephew.”

Kazaysea’s thick eyebrows arched. “Your cousin?”

“Ha!” James gave a flamboyant flourish of his thin hand. “As if Frank could compare to this royalty.”

Frank nodded. “That’s true. You’re the closest thing to a queen I’ll ever meet.”

James studied his fingernails as though he had not a care in the world. “Ain’t no shame in my flame.” With that, the very first bell of the school year rang. “Welp, time to start junior year. Take care, kids. Be good, brush your teeth, don’t talk to strangers, and whatever you do, do not buy an elevator pass. Good luck!”

Frank looked back at the brick facade of the school. Then turned toward the Commons.

Freshman year had officially begun.




2:30 P.M.




Thank Arthur, detention was on hold. Frank had arrived late to five out of his six classes. French class was right by his locker; the only class he wouldn’t rush to reach before the bell rang.

Didn’t help that Lanphier also housed more stairs than Camelot Castle.

At two-thirty that afternoon, Frank’s mount arrived not in the form of a muscular Friesian, but in the form of a typical yellow school bus. Behold his trusty steed, good ol’ Mayflower Number Six! He entered through the open doorway, and sat in a squeaky seat of cracked brown leather. Patches of duct tape told him Number Six dated back at least to the Mesozoic Era. Poor girl wouldn’t last much longer.

The interior was quiet for the moment. A moment of peace after the madness of first-day hijinks. He leaned his head back on the leather. Took a deep breath. His eye still stung, but the pain would have been much worse if not for Kazaysea’s minty miracle balm. The throbbing had faded by French class, which he shared with her. She applied a dab more just to be safe.

Her soft and supple fingers had caressed his skin in a way no one else had before.

Then he saw what book she was reading. Not just any book. A book with a cover displaying a teenager mid-sword fight with a knight of red armor. The Wizard and the Knightmare, the first book in The Immortal Chevalier Saga.

“If thou canst nay find a hero—” Kazaysea began the slogan repeated throughout the series.

“Become one!”

The two finished the sentence in unison, prompting awkward looks from the rest of their classmates.

Frank found it hard to make new friends, given his weight, as well as love for anything geeky and medieval, yet Kazaysea was the first girl since Anne who treated him as human. He was allowed to be himself. Some days you come across people you know you’ll get along with just by sight, and Frank experienced that rare moment. And on his first day of high school.

Frank pulled out his own copy of The Wizard and the Knightmare from his backpack. He delved into the exploits of Leonius, the teenage slave deigning to escape Esclavia.

“Hey, kid!” Number Six’s driver cut through the veil of Frank’s imagination. The blackguard. “You getting’ off or what?”

“Oh, fustilugs.” The only “F”-word he could use without sucking on another bitter bar of watermelon-scented soap. His parents couldn’t punish what they couldn’t understand.

He grabbed his bag and dismounted Number Six. The mechanical steed farted a black cloud of smog then continued onward.

Frank stood at a crosswalk, waiting for the signal to cross without becoming a Frankcake. More mechanical steeds zoomed past. Red. Black. Ew, that one looked like poo.

The signal changed. Frank crossed Clear Lake Avenue onto Lincoln Road, named for the same President buried only a few miles away. Springfield’s claim to fame: the bones of America’s sixteenth President. Frank took the alley leading behind the houses, tossing a lanyard with his key up and down.

Gravel crunched with each step. He looked this way and that for a black and white tuxedo cat, Trixie. She belonged to his next-door neighbors. The cat often meandered up to him when Frank ventured outside, purring with joy and rubbing against his leg, a custom every time he or his sister Naomi gave her the slightest bit of attention. Her owners, Rita and her son Kyle, didn’t spoil their pet like a good owner should.

Trixie didn’t show up for her customary head-scratches.

Frank advanced down the alley, closer to his house. The horrible mingled stench of rotten meat and cat poop hit out of nowhere. Breathing through his mouth left an awful aftertaste on his tongue.

“Sweet Segwarides,” Frank whispered, invoking the name of a lesser-known Knight of the Round Table. “What is that?”

In the yard next door to his own, several blue garbage cans were filled beyond the brim with all manner of bric-a-brac.

Frank held his breath as he walked. A moment later, a figure appeared from among the cans: Kyle, the curly-haired neighbor boy. He was shirtless with red suspenders holding up his black jeans. In August. Ah, life and its lack of sense.

The seven-year-old was barefoot, unwise among mountains of trash. In his left hand, smoke plumed upwards in curlicues from the end of a burning cigarette. He placed it between his lips. Took a drag.

At the side of the one-story house, an enormous woman in a floral-pattern muumuu that made every couch from the seventies jealous stood outside a shining black Mustang. Kyle’s mother, Rita. The horn’s honk echoed across the neighborhood. The car was beautiful, top of the line, worth more than the Holy Grail. They must have a fortune stashed somewhere. Shame they didn’t dress — or bathe — like it.

“Shut up, woman!”

Frank’s cheeks puffed up in second-hand embarrassment. He would never talk to an adult like that. And smoking! He’d rather fight a dragon with James’s faux-hawk.

Kyle took his sweet time, making his way toward the car.

“Where’s Trixie?” Rita asked.

Kyle spit as he opened the squeaky side gate. It slammed behind him. He spoke loud enough for Frank to hear despite the distance between them. “Taken care of. Her and her little demons.”

“The only demon around here is you.”

Galloping Galahads, Frank thought, she’s not winning any Mother-of-the-Year awards anytime soon.

No love lost between neighbors. Kyle hopped into the passenger side of the sleek vehicle. Seconds later, Rita put the pedal to the metal, reversing from the driveway before the squeaking tires sped off down Lincoln Road. The two vanished from sight.

Frank finally moved. He pinched his nose against the stench from the trash. Several cardboard boxes bore the name Tregada. Frank took a peek at what they’d thrown out. After all, one man’s trash, blah-blah-blah, right?

One box contained dishes. Porcelain plates glistened with thick, gooey ketchup. Another box held a wooden jewelry case. Empty, naturally. No point in treasure without the hunt. A blue litter box. Broken snow globes featuring different Christmas scenes. Nothing of interest.

He turned away, marching toward his house. The back gate beckoned him home, but a force halted Frank in his tracks. Something instinctual rang the bells of his mental cathedral in warning. Warning … about what?

The garbage heap.

He returned to check them again. Broken ketchup dishes? Check. Jewelry box? Check. Litter box. Che—

Wait. Litter box? Why had the Tregadas thrown away Trixie’s litter box?

“Where’s Trixie?” Rita had asked.

“Taken care of,” Kyle had replied. “Her and her little demons.”

A chill sliced down Frank’s spine. His eyes widened. Mouth dried with the realization of Kyle’s monstrous words.

A padlock prevented him from opening the back gate. Easier to save a damsel in a a castle of lava than break one of those. Without another thought, Frank dropped his book bag on the ground and jumped onto the fence.

Catching the top of the linked chain proved easier said than done. He wasn’t the most limber knight in all of Camelot. His legs just couldn’t reach.

After three attempts, Frank tried another tactic. He ran at the top of the fence, which came to his belly, and just … flipped over it.

“Whoa!” he cried, weightless for a second. The world spun in a blur of blue sky and green grass. He landed on his butt with a resounding “Oomph.”

He forced himself to his feet, rubbing his sore behind. He rushed to the back door of the now-abandoned house. He thrust open the storm door, but the brass doorknob to the main door refused to budge.

“Sard!” Frank yelled yet another Medieval swear word. “What do I do? Trixie might be hurt, but is it okay to break in? Knights are supposed to maintain order, not cause chaos.”

Without warning, almost as if she were right behind him, Kazaysea’s voice sounded in his head, reciting The Wizard and the Knightmare as before.

“‘If thou can’t nay find a hero—’”

Frank finished the sentence out loud, raising his head toward the door. “‘—become one.’”

Spurred by bravado, he put on his big knight pants and became Sir Franklin Williams. No measly slab of wood was going to stop him. A life was a life, be it man or animal. Sir Franklin was honor-bound by the Code of Chivalry. That he’d never taken such a formal oath, well … details.

One thrust of his shoulder; the wooden blockade refused to budge. Two. The third forced open the door in an explosion of wood and metal.

Followed by immediate regret.

A toxic odor overwhelmed his nose. The stench of trash times a million.

Once in the doorway, he plunged into the kitchen. Here the sights and smell Rita and Kyle had left behind made him vomit his lunchtime pizza. A one-and-done type of flavor, a smidge better than Grandma Bernadette’s green bean casserole.

Once he wiped the vomit from his face, he delved further into the mess. Flies buzzed around a sink full of plates and bowls encrusted with food older than Frank himself. Was that glass of milk or yogurt?

On the oven congealed grease trapped a mouse’s leg in its dense goo. Frank stared at the gray critter, meeting its beady red eyes.

A life is a life, be it man or animal.

He grabbed the creature’s dry and scaly tail and pulled. A small pop announced the mouse’s liberty from its gelatinous gaol. It squeaked in fear until Frank returned it to a sticky-free surface. It turned to him for a brief second, as though thanking him, before scurrying toward an ivory tower of bespattered chinaware.

More ketchup shone along the floor. It mixed with the myriad other stains the Tregadas had neglected to clean since their invasion.

Sunlight shone under a doorway in front of him, connecting to the remainder of the house. Darkness seeped from under a second, leading to a pantry. Given the state of the kitchen, Frank felt no need to see what lay behind door number two; the horrors within would have to wait for someone else. Sir Franklin was not the one.

He pushed door number one. The wood left a sticky film, gluing his index and thumb together. Relief flooded him when he left behind the terror of the kitchen. For ten horrible seconds, he hated the thought of food.

Beyond the sticky door he found the living room. At least, in a normal house. This particular house defied all expectations.

Along the wall next to the door sat a wooden box on four stubby legs. Two metal prongs branched out of the top. An ancient television. Frank walked closer to examine it, wondering if it still worked. A-a-and a big old nope. In the living room sunlight shards of black glass sparkled on the floor. The box itself housed at least two dozen spiders. Their webbing criss-crossed the inside of the TV. Given the amount of creepy-crawlies infesting the house, they did not lack for food. A living, breathing Halloween decoration guaranteed to scare all the kids in the neighborhood.

Except for Kyle, it seemed. How could that poor kid live in such terrible conditions? Did he go to school? Make friends? If Frank lived in such squalor, he’d start smoking too.

“Trixie?” Frank called out, hoping beyond hope the cat would meow.

I swear on the Round Table, if Kyle hurt Trixie …

He couldn’t bring himself to finish the thought. He didn’t dare think about injured animals. The Never-Ending Story had scarred him for life.

The buzzing of flitting insects dominated the room. Trixie didn’t meow back. Frank’s stomach tightened again; he feared more of his cafeteria cuisine would end up on the living room floor.

In the middle sat a faded leopard-print couch like ones in photos of Grandma Bernadette’s house in the eighties — when his parents were still children. He didn’t dare touch the material, but looked underneath to ensure the feline wasn’t beneath the cushion-covered eyesore.

“Merlin’s bones!” He rolled away before a gigantic cockroach reached his nose. He jumped up from the floor. Muck and gunk covered his brand-new button-down, the kind only Greek Fire could exorcise. He would soon sacrifice this outfit to The Lady of the Lake.

Four more doors led from the living room. One was the front door. Next to it, a closet. Frank pushed open a third door. It fell from its hinges with a carpet-quelled clatter. Once he revived from the momentary fright, he peered inside. A solitary twin-size bed and a small wooden table. A glance beneath the bed revealed nothing but empty space.

The next door led to the bathroom. Moldy shower. Closed toilet that would remain closed for the rest of eternity.

One door remained: the living room closet. The rush of urgency Frank had felt only moments before dissipated. Schrodinger’s Closet; either Trixie was inside, or she wasn’t. If Trixie were in there, was she fit for rescue from this repulsive Bastille, or was she … gulp … beyond help?

The question made Frank’s insides rumble again. Diarrhea on the horizon.

Do it now or forever wish you had, Sir Franklin urged himself while standing in front of the closet door. So he did before he lost his nerve.

The brass knob was cold, but unlike the back door, it twisted with his wrist.

Sunlight heating the Midwestern summer reaching ample fingers into the closet from the windows. Frank wasn’t sure what to expect. Like the end of a video dungeon in a video game, treasure awaited him.

A cardboard box. The four flaps lay folded over one another, enclosing whatever awaited within. The name Tregada greeted him from the side of the box.

“Trixie?” Frank whispered. “You all right?”

The box rocked with slight movement. A weak “meow” echoed from beneath the brim.

Sir Franklin slid in, pulling back the flaps of the box. Once again, life managed to subvert his expectations.

The amber-eyed tuxedo cat lay at the bottom of the box. Her sides moved up and down as she took in heavy breaths. She looked up at him, repeating her weak meow.

Much to his delight, Trixie was weak not from death, but from life. Five tiny little bodies lay alongside her belly.

Sir Franklin lost himself.

“KITTENS!”

Just born, from the looks of it. They still had their … pouch things attached to them.

Frank placed a hand into the box, allowing Trixie to sniff him before anything else. She signaled her approval with a gentle butt of her soft head.

With Mama’s okay, Frank checked each of the little bodies. Two Calicos, two orange tabbies, and a single tuxedo kitten the clone of its mother.

As soon as Frank picked it up, it began mewling, showing off its tiny pink tongue. Frank comforted it with a single finger to her cheek. The kitten fell silent, tongue lolling from its toothless maw, resting in his hand.

He replaced the kitten along Trixie’s swollen belly.

“All right, Mama.” Slowly, carefully, he picked up the box, straining to keep it balanced. “Let’s get you out of here.”




By the time five o’clock rolled around, Frank had set up a basket in the corner of the living room. Dryer-warmed towels and fresh blankets provided mama and babies warmth and comfort. Small bowls of canned tuna and water ensured Trixie suffered no hunger.

Frank sat in front of the basket, showered and in a fresh outfit. The previous one sat in a plastic bag in the kitchen, ready for a fiery future.

The newborn kittens crawled around atop each other, weak and blind. Trixie herself lay on her side, eyes closed. Frank doubted she slept. Who could possibly sleep with five mewling babies?

The front door opened. Two silhouettes filed in, darkened by the sunlight behind them. His nine-year-old sister Naomi’s bald, veiny head glowing like an orb of light. Their mother, Carol, followed.

“She’s totally cool,” Naomi said while using her purple dress to clean the lenses of her glasses. Once she returned them to the perch of her nose, she looked to Frank. “Uh … why are you in the corner?”

“Come see for yourself.” He returned his attention to the basket.

A few seconds of silence, followed by a high-pitched squeal. “Oh my God! Kittens!”

“What?” Their mother rushed over. She stared at the basket with a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my gosh! Is that Trixie? I didn’t know she was pregnant. Where are Rita and Kyle?”

Frank regaled them with an abridged version of his quest into the dungeon next door. He emphasized the fact that Rita and Kyle had abandoned Trixie and her kittens to die.

“I knew it,” Naomi said, slitting her eyes and lowering her voice. “I knew that little monster was pure evil.”

“Naomi!” Carol stared at her daughter in shock.

Frank shook his head. “It’s not his fault. If you saw the condition he was living in, you’d understand. That whole house needs burned to the ground. And on top of that, even his mother called him a demon.”

Carol clicked her tongue in disapproval. “Even if he is, it’s her fault.” Her tone changed when she bent down to caress Trixie. “Isn’t that right? Isn’t your former owner at fault? Yes, she is.”

Frank stared at the interaction between the two in awe. He’d expected a fight; instead, his mother went ga-ga over the feline family.

Trixie purred, knowing she was in a safe place.

The front door opened again. Frank’s father, Tom, walked into the house, removing his sunglasses with one hand and setting down a black briefcase with the other.

“Hello, everyone.”

Carol stood up. “Hi, honey.”

“Daddy!” Naomi raced over and wrapped her arms around her father’s waist.

“Hi, Princess.” He bent down to kiss the top of her bald head, then leaned forward to kiss his wife. “What’s going on?” Tom undid the buttons of his suit jacket, then looked to Frank’s face, which hadn’t stung since that morning. Some of Kazaysea’s dried poultice flaked off of his face. “What happened to your face? Looks like you got quite a shiner forming.”

Frank shrugged. His father’s touch caused no pain. “I tried to catch a football. Kind of missed.”

“Was it that little Oleandro monster again?”

“I will neither confirm nor deny that.”

Carol placed a hand on her husband’s chest, a gesture to keep him calm and collected. “Now, honey, don’t get upset, but our son committed a crime today.”

A moment later, the family of humans gathered around the family of felines.

“How could I possibly get mad about this? Right, Champ?” He nudged his son with an elbow, who flushed at the praise.

“Well, he did break into the neighbor’s house.”

Tom held up a finger. “Breaking and entering requires malicious intent.” He patted his son’s back in pride. “Frank had reasonable cause to believe that a life was in danger. Extenuating circumstances exist in this situation. Besides, my office decides which cases go to trial.”

Carol rolled her eyes and gave her husband a playful shove. “You are such a lawyer.”

“Whaddya say, Champ? Pizza tonight? I think you deserve it.”

Frank thought back to the mess he’d left in the doorway of the house next door. “Can we have Chinese instead?”

“Whatever you want.” Tom walked two steps toward the kitchen, then turned around. His eyes met his son’s. “We are not keeping any of them.”

Frank released a bold and hearty laugh. Gently he picked up the little black and white furball from the litter and laid her — he was pretty sure the kitten was a her — on his palms. He held her up and gave her a small kiss on the cheek. She returned the kiss with a few sandpapery love licks on his nose.

Tom and Carol both stared at the tender moment with expressions of defeat. The kitten had chosen her human.

Sir Franklin presented the kitten to his parents as a sword to a king.

“You see that little white spot on her black belly? It kind of looks like a country. So I hereby dub her … Australia!”

[image: Image]
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“Uh … Mom? Why is Trixie licking Australia’s butt?”

Sir Franklin was ready for the responsibilities of a cat dad. Or … so he thought. Days became weeks and he discovered the nastier side of cat care.

Carol couldn’t hold back laughter at the look of disgust on Frank’s face. “That’s how she makes the kittens go potty.”

“Why did no one tell me about this? Can’t we get, like, kitten-size diapers or something?”

Carol said this while stirring a pot of boiling noodles for dinner. “Sorry, sweetheart, those don’t exist. You’ll just have to let Mother Nature do her thing. Trixie knows what she’s doing. After all, she ate their placentas, didn’t she?”

“Is that what that pouch thing is called?”

Carol patted her son’s brown-haired head. “Oh, honey. I see they haven’t covered that in biology.”

“He needs to worry about math,” Tom said, looking up from some paperwork at the kitchen table. “Your next test had better be higher than a ‘C’ or you can say goodbye to your books and games.”

“Dad!”

“Better study hard.”

“Actually, dear,” Carol said, “I do seem to remember you having a ‘Stink Room’ so you could smo—”

“Carol!”

“Yes, sorry—math is good. Do better numbers.”

Frank walked out of the kitchen with a frustrated grunt.

The kittens were growing into rambunctious little monsters, just the way Frank liked them. By the beginning of November, Australia had become his shadow.

“Sorry, girl.” Frank took his little purrball into his arms and gave a kiss right on her bright pink nose. “You can’t come to school with me.”

“Meow!”

“I know, but I don’t want to step on you in Show Choir.” He returned the kitten to her basket, her final day with her siblings. Tom and Carol’s co-workers were coming to retrieve their selected kitten that afternoon. Grandma Bernadette was coming by that evening to take Trixie, giving the mama kitty a “furever” home. “But I’ll be back home later, okay? Bye, Mom, bye, Dad!”

“Have a nice day!”

Thirty minutes later, Frank stood in front of Mrs. Satnam, the Show Choir director. Rumor had it she used to be a major Broadway choreographer who married rich and decided to take a break from the stage to teach. Frank didn’t believe the part about Broadway, but no one could deny her dazzling and expensive sense of style.

“I swear, she dresses better than a Kardashian,” James had once said.

Today she wore a white dress that stopped just above her feet. Aquamarine crystals around the bust sparkled in the fluorescent light with every movement she made. Her golden curls matched the chain of the diamond necklace dangling from her neck.

“Good morning,” she said in a voice light and airy after two days off or … whatever rich women did over weekends.

“Good morning, Mrs. Satnam,” sang the class, arranged by age and vocal range on built-in risers. Frank stood with the other freshmen baritones on the lowest rung. James stood on the third rung with the eleventh-grade tenors. Frank’s older cousin was a grand curr sometimes, but none could deny his pretty singing voice.

“Did everyone have a nice weekend?” she asked in song.

“Yes, Mrs. Satnam,” they sang back.

Then a return to normal speaking voice.

“Excellent. James, your voice is really starting to break through. Keep doing those voice exercises. And Sarah,” she turned her attention to a ninth-grade girl Frank had been friends with once upon a time. “You’re finally hitting those high notes. I can’t wait to hear your solo for the Christmas program.”

She stood before the piano, ready to tickle the ivories.

“A couple of announcements before we get started. Ladies, your custom-order dresses have arrived, and they are just gorgeous. I’m so glad we decided on the rhinestones. And gentlemen, your cummerbunds and shoes will arrive tomorrow. This means our first mandatory after-school rehearsal will be on Wednesday. It counts toward fifty percent of your grade.”

Yeah, right, Frank thought. She can’t cut our grade in half for missing one rehearsal, can she?

“Our first competition is next week, so I expect everyone to dress appropriately. This means no white socks, Brad.”

Every eye turned to the thin senior who greeted the stares with a wave.

“All right,” Mrs. Satnam clapped her hands, then sat at the piano. “Everyone partner up!”

Some dancers met their partners with vigor. Such as Sarah and Brad, or James and his partner Desirée. Others, like Jazmyne, trudged her way toward her partner with a bowed head and slumped shoulders. “Ugh.”

“I’ll try not to step on your feet again,” Frank said.

“Don’t touch my upper left arm, either. I got my shot on Saturday and it still hurts.”

“I’ll do my best, but that’s normally where I’m supposed to grab you.”

Jazmyne cleared her throat in a most obnoxious manner. “Apparently I didn’t make myself clear. Touch my left shoulder, and I’ll kick you in your effing balls.”

James released a hearty guffaw. “Good luck finding ‘em!”

“Oh, shut up,” Frank said, the best retort he could think of.

With that, rehearsal began. The class shook and shimmied their way to the end of the hour. Box step. Pas de deux. Shoulder lean. When it came to the step-touch, however, Jazmyne interrupted the music with a scream.

“Jesus, Frank, do you have two left feet?” She lifted her foot and seethed.

“No.”

“Then why do you dance like it?”

“I’m just following the choreography. Not like I do it on purpose.” He reached up to grab her hand, but failed to pay attention. Instead he squeezed her arm in the exact spot she’d told him not to touch.

“Ow!” Her immediate response was not to harm his family jewels, but to push him away instead. “Mrs. Satnam, can I please change partners with someone?”

Mrs. Satnam shook her goldilocks with a scowl. “I’m sorry, Jazmyne; we’re lucky to have the boys that we do. Even if they are —” She looked Frank up and down. “—rhythmically incapacitated. Frank, do you need to come in for extra practice?”

“No.”

“Yes,” said Jazmyne at the exact same moment.

“Jaz, will you let me be the teacher now, please?”

Jazmyne hung her pony-tailed head. “Sorry.”

“Thank you. All right, everyone, get back in formation.”

Jazmyne slammed her uninjured foot down. The effect reverberated up Frank’s legs. “I refuse. Tired of dancing with a rhythmless white boy.”

Frank shrugged his shoulders. “Honestly, same.” He looked her up and down the same way Mrs. Satnam had done him just seconds before. “Tired of dancing with a dude.”

Several people in the class gasped. Jazmyne’s hand raised to her chest. “Ex-cuse me? I’m not a ‘dude,’ I am a woman born in the wrong body.”

“Tell that to your mustache.”

This time, even Mrs. Satnam reacted. “Franklin!”

Two steps thudded behind him. Then a searing pain from the back of his head. Frank spun to find James glaring at him. He was only two inches taller than Frank, but Frank had the distinct feeling he was staring up at his own Morgane Le Fay.

James’s fists tightened. His body trembled. His face flared brighter than forge-fire. “Don’t you ever let me hear you insult one of my trans brothers or sisters again, do you hear me, Frank? You don’t know what they’re going through and you aren’t going to weaponize their suffering. Not under my watch.”

But Frank was too angry to care. “Or you’ll do what, you lizard-headed faggot?”

The whole class gasped. James stepped back in astonishment.

Mrs. Satnam jumped up from the piano bench. “Frank! Detention!”

“No,” James said, holding up a hand. “No, it’s okay, Mrs. Satnam. I’ll handle this myself. I guarantee it.”

He spun away. Frank expected him to sucker-punch him. But pain never came. James returned to his spot on the risers.

The bell rang, releasing them from zero hour class. Everyone stayed silent, glaring at Frank as they walked past. They shook their heads in disdain.

He was no longer Sir Franklin, saver of kittens, protector of innocents. Instead he had become Franklin the Terrible, Franklin the Unwanted.

He was now the most hated knight in the Kingdom of Lanphier.
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Frank left Choir, carrying his books with one hand while rubbing the back of his still-stinging head with the other. His face burned with the fire of Damocles.

“Morning,” he said to Anne, who waited for Frank by the library across the hall.

“Mornin’,” she responded with a yawn. “What’s wrong? You look like a tomato.”

Frank shook his head. “Just an argument with James and Jazmyne in Show Choir.”

“They’re looking at you like they want to set you on fire.”

Frank craned his neck to see James and his best friend Kerry comforting Jazmyne. All three stared Excaliburs at him. Jazmyne sniffled and wiped her puffy eyes.

“Ew!”

“Well, not sure I’d say ‘ew’ but —”

“Not them. That.”

Sarah emerged from Choir. Her pore-covered nose was deep in the sheet music for the upcoming Christmas program.

Anne gave a disgusted grunt. “I can’t believe you’re still friendly with her. I mean, when’s the last time she washed her hair? The day of the moon landing?”

Frank rolled his eyes with a sigh. “Stop being such a cow.” Frank, Anne, and Sarah had been friends from sixth grade until the summer before eighth grade. The good ol’ days. “I wish you two would kiss and make up.”

Anne’s stomp attracted attention from a group of seniors.

“You don’t even know—!”

Frank held up a hand. “You’re right. Why? Because after weeks of hearing ‘Ask her,’ I stopped asking at all.”

Kazaysea’s serendipitous arrival in Springfield bridged the gap the split had caused. She had healed the fissure in Frank and Anne’s friendship. They would always be friends, but for a while Frank felt torn between Anne and Sarah. Eventually they forced him to make a choice between the two. As he’d known Anne much longer, the decision seemed natural.

Kazaysea appeared at the library doorway from within. She held a folded newspaper in the crux of her underarm.

Anne looked to her best friend forever. “What’d you guys argue about?”

No sense in hiding it; the entire school would know soon enough anyway. It wasn’t often a freshman talked back to an upperclassman, especially one as popular as James. Frank recounted the incident in Show Choir. Kazaysea covered her thin lips with her hands in shock.

Anne responded with a swift punch to the shoulder. “Dude, you’re not supposed to say things like that.”

“Ow! Why am I the one in the wrong? They’re the ones who attacked me first.”

“They made fun of you for dancing like a white boy. You attacked them for who they are as people. Not the same thing.”

Frank bit his lip at her response. He hadn’t thought about it like that.

She continued to tear into him. “You’re not some homophobic redneck from Cornbilly, USA. I expect better from someone who broke into a house to rescue a cat because it was, and I quote, ‘the right thing to do.’”

Kazaysea gazed at him with disappointment from behind her silver spectacles. “She’s correct. Many cultures embrace LGBT members and view transgender people as being of two-spirits, a direct connection to nature and the beyond in a way most people are unable to understand. And homosexuality has been observed in well over fifteen hundred species of animals. Besides that, James is your cousin. I’d never expect such language from you. You’ve always accepted people as they are. Just look at how you protect Lucy McCallum.”

Anne turned to her with an arched eyebrow. “Why do you know all that?”

“Because I read, Anne.”

“Nerd.”

Kazaysea held up the front page of The State Journal-Register, the oldest newspaper in Illinois. She opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment, two uniformed officers of color, one man and the other a woman, entered the hallway. Kazaysea snapped her mouth shut with a click of her teeth.

Three people followed behind them. The first, a man in a beige trench coat, short brown hair, and bright red Converse sneakers. Afterward came a squat man with an obvious comb-over and a mustache so bushy he probably ate half of it with every bowl of cholesterol-controlling Cheerios. A woman in a gray pantsuit brought up the rear. Black high heels clacked on the tiled floor with her every movement. Her severe face never changed from a disgruntled frown. All joy, glee, and happiness seemed foreign concepts to her. And Lanphier had the honor of calling her “principal.”

Her voice came out heavy with the burden of such a responsibility. “This is her locker,” she said to the man in the trench coat. “Don’t forget to wear gloves.”

The man in the trench coat, Detective Tennant, worked closely with Frank’s father. Frank had met him a few times. Today he was too absorbed in the situation to pay attention to anything but the locker. The detective gave the principal a sardonic smile as a rubber glove snapped onto his hand.

“Let’s not tell each other how to do each other’s jobs. Otherwise I’m liable to say things about the state of this school that might not endear us to one another, ‘kay?”

The silver-maned principal looked like she’d just sucked on a particularly sour lemon. Instead of replying, she looked down a the short man, her assistant principal.

“Elroy, stay with the detective for now, will you? Make sure he doesn’t do anything we’ll … regret later.”

“Yes, Dr. Shimmerman.” A single simple nod. No funny business here.

Dr. Shimmerman spun on her heel and proceeded back down the stairway.

Anne held a hand to her mouth, though little snickers escaped her lips. “Mr. Elrod’s first name is Elroy? That. Is. Delightful.”

Frank focused on the more serious issue in front of them. “Why are they in Molly’s locker?”

Kazaysea held out the newspaper before them. “Look at
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