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prologue

"Hello, Devon. I'm Dr. Wasserman." 

The big, black-bearded shrink jabs his hand at me. His fingers look huge, like thick pink sausages.

"I just washed, Doc." I shake my hands in the air so he'll get the idea. "I'm still kind of wet."

"That's very thoughtful of you. Have a seat wherever you like."

He sweeps his hand across the room like there are a million choices. I see two—a black vinyl chair with a small rip in the cushion and a white couch with a few brown spots on the arm. You'd think a doctor charging a hundred dollars an hour could afford better furniture.

"Is something the matter?"

"I like standing. It's good for you."

"I suppose it is. So, you want to stand right there?"

Not here exactly. Not here at all. I'd rather be standing almost anywhere else in the whole universe. I back up a few steps. "Here, I think."

"Okay, well, I understand that you're fifteen years old, and your family recently moved to town from the western part of the state—Amherst, right?"

"Not Amherst really. More like greater Amherst, you know, like how they say 'greater Boston'?"

"Yes, I have heard that. And you've been in therapy before."

"Oh yeah, for five months and six days."

"Did you find it helpful?"

I wish all questions were either yes or no, then I could 
nod or shake my head and not have to think any more about them. Was therapy helpful? That depends on what it was supposed to do for me. Make me normal like other people? I don't want to be like any other person I've ever met, especially the normal ones. Normal is boring. Normal is going through life half-asleep, never really seeing things. But that's not what a shrink wants to hear. "Maybe." 

He lifts up a folder stuffed with papers. "Your last doctor sent me your file. Apparently he didn't complete his analysis before your family moved here, but the notes indicate you've been experiencing generalized anxiety. Does that sound right to you?"

The anxiety doesn't feel very generalized to me. I'm not anxious about everything. I'm not anxious about most things, in fact, if you count every little thing there is in the world. It's just some things, at certain times, in some places that scare me out of my skin.



CHAPTER 1


English, Algebra, Biology, Lunch, Free Period, Gym, Classics, Done. EnglishAlgebraBiologyLunchFreePeriodGymClassics Done. EnglishAlgebra... 



A knock on my door interrupts the words flowing through my brain. I can tell it's my mother—she always knocks twice. She'll want to come all the way into my room. She won't even ask.

"I'm naked, Mom."

"Just pull something around you."

I sit upright on my squeaky new bed with the new purple comforter she bought me. Purple doesn't seem comfortable to me. I'd rather have black—black sheets and black pillowcases and a black comforter. Black doesn't make you think of anything. Black doesn't keep you up at night. Why don't they make black sheets? Kids would buy a ton of them.


I'm not naked, but I grab a pillow to hold in front of me. With my mother it's always better to have something to hold on to. 

She opens the door a little.

"I'm kind of busy, Mom." EnglishAlgebraBiology...

She slips into my room and looks around. "It's coming along. I like how you've arranged your things. It's nice to start over in a new place, isn't it?"

No. I liked my old room on the third floor of my last house, fourteen steps between me and the parents. Mom never just dropped in at my old room. She hates steps ever since she twisted her back playing tennis. Mom used to have a killer serve, but now she just taps the ball over the net. It's kind of sad to see.

She picks up one of my snow globes and shakes it. Silver snow falls on four tiny fiddlers in Nashville. Dad still brings me a globe every time he goes on a business trip. No CDs or T-shirts or video games—I get snow globes. I have fourteen of them. Actually, I think they're kind of cool.

Mom puts back the snow globe and stoops down to look at the paperbacks on my bottom shelf. She reads the titles out loud—Rats, Lice, and History; Mushrooms, Molds, and Miracles; Satan, Sin, and Sacrifice. "I don't remember buying these books for you."

What's she think, I'm still, like, ten years old, when I wouldn't go to a store without her? "I bought them myself, Mom, at Annie's."

Everything cost two bucks at Annie's Used Books in Amherst. Annie said I was her most regular customer. I went in every Friday after school and finished a book every weekend. That really isn't hard when you don't have 
anything else to do. I don't mean to sound like Poor Devon the Friendless. I could have made friends. I didn't try. Friends are a lot of work. 

Mom opens my Chinese lacquer box, the one with the alien-looking butterflies on the lid, and then closes it again when she sees it's empty. She grabs a handful of my small white meditation stones from the straw basket on the bookshelf and massages her fingers with them.

"You want something, Carole?" I think it's funny when I use her first name. It makes me feel like I'm forty years old. She gives me one of her faster-than-the-speed-of-light fake smiles.

"I just thought we should talk, since tomorrow's your first day."

EnglishAlgebraBiologyLunchFreePeriodGymClassics Done.

"About what?"

She lets the stones drop through her fingers back into the basket. "Private school may be a little tougher for you. And starting midyear in a new place isn't easy. Don't put too much pressure on yourself. You don't need to get straight A's, you know. A B now and then wouldn't kill you."

How does she know that? Why are people always so sure bad things won't happen if you don't do everything exactly right?

She leans over my desk to look at the row of faces from the newspaper that I just taped to my wall, and I see the sharp angle of her breasts pressing out against her white blouse. I wonder if she leans over much in the courtroom, and do the jurors think she's hot?

"Who are these people, Devon?"


Weirdos, crazies, maniacs—all-American nuts, that's who. People who make the headlines. People who look like everyday goofy kids in their high school pictures, and then crazy mountain men when you see them in the papers twenty years later. 

"Nobody special." I know she won't leave it at that. A lawyer never stops asking questions until she gets the answer she wants. She taught me that. But what answer does she want from me?

She spins around, as if trying to catch me doing something, and I hug the pillow tighter. "Why did you pick these particular people to put on your wall? What were your criteria?"

"Kids don't have criteria, they have impulses."

"Okay, then, which impulses made you choose these particular faces?"

I slide down on the bed and pull the pillow over my head. Suddenly I'm seeing pillow, feeling pillow, breathing pillow. My world is pillow.

She tugs it off me. "All right, you don't have to tell me. You can relax."

"I'm relaxed."

She takes a long, deep breath as if she's the one who needs relaxing. She used to do my breathing exercises with me in the living room. Now she mostly does her back exercises, rolling up on the floor and rocking back and forth. She looks kind of like a giant flipped-over snail.

"I haven't told anyone at the school about your tendencies, Devon. I wanted you to know that."

Mom has a nice way of putting things. When we moved to Amherst after my grandfather died, I developed a ten dency to wash my hands, a tendency to stay in my room, a tendency to eat foods in certain ways. If everybody had left me alone, there wouldn't have been any problem. But nobody ever leaves you alone. They always think they know what's best for you. I bet it's no different here in Belford.

She's staring down at me now, and I wonder how I could have such a pretty mother. Her face doesn't have one wrinkle on it. Doesn't she ever worry about herself?

"That's what you wanted, isn't it, Devon—a clean slate?"

What I want is to have no slate at all. Why is everyone always watching me? Aren't their own lives interesting enough?

"You can keep yourself under control. You've done it before for periods of time. If you get too anxious, you can go to the school nurse and tell her you don't feel well. She'll let you sit in her office for a while."

"I know the routine, Mom."

"I guess you do." She fluffs my pillow and puts it behind my head. "But it might be better if you develop a new routine rather than falling back on the old one."

What's the matter with the old routine? Is it a crime to wash your hands a lot and keep your books in alphabetical order? And what is so odd about doing things in fours? Lots of people have favorite numbers.

She picks up a picture of me with my old dog, Lucky, the two of us rolling in the snow outside our big Victorian home in greater Amherst. "It's funny—sometimes when I look at this I see two dogs playing with each other, and sometimes I see two children playing. I never see a dog and a boy."


I laugh at that, because here is my actual Mom thinking something totally strange. 

EnglishAlgebraBiologyLunchFreePeriodGymClassics Done!

When she leaves I straighten the edges of my paperbacks so that they line up perfectly. I love that they're all 4 ¼ by 6 ¾ inches. That's all I buy now. Sure, they're different thicknesses, but that can't be helped. You can't tell every writer in the world to write the same number of words. Besides, it's height and width that matter, not thickness.

I put the lacquer box halfway between my old broken stopwatch, which I used to time myself holding my breath under water, and my Swingline stapler, which I've never used because the staples come out crooked and I don't have anything to staple, anyway. Then I take the chrome Zippo lighter from my jeans pocket and put it back inside the Chinese box. Mom won't look in there again for months. I shouldn't have to hide it, since I don't smoke. But she won't believe I just like holding my old Zippo and flipping the top open. It makes a nice clinking sound, open and close, open and close. I can do that for hours.

I leave the meditation stones as they are because there's no way I can get them back exactly how they were. Some things are like that. Some things that happen you can make un-happen, but not everything. So I just rotate the basket a little past ninety degrees to get the tag saying "Made in Thailand" turned to the wall. After checking my room for another minute, I'm ready to go downstairs to eat dinner with the parents.



CHAPTER 2

I abominate dinner. That means I hate it. But I hate so many things that just for a change I like to abominate. 

Sometimes at dinner my throat tightens up and I can't swallow, no matter how much water I pour in. But what's worse than eating with my particular parents are Dad's questions, which start with "How was your day?" My day always sucks, but I'm not allowed to use that word in front of them. So I say, "It could have been worse," even though usually I don't think it could have. I know there are kids in other countries who are forced to be slaves or prostitutes or soldiers. I see them on TV sometimes. If I were suddenly dropped into their world, things would definitely be worse. But in my world, my day always sucks.

My father's next question is even more irritating than his first: "What did you learn that was interesting today?" I never learn anything interesting during my day, at least that I feel like telling them. Besides, I don't like everybody 
eating and talking. It isn't polite. Sometimes the sloshy sound coming from my father's mouth makes me gag. 

He wipes his mouth with his napkin, leaving a deep green smudge of chewed peas. "I heard something on the radio this afternoon that I thought was fascinating. If you took out the spaces between all the atoms of the nuclei in your body, you would end up half the size of a flea but still weigh the same."

Mom breaks open a roll so neatly that not even a crumb falls on her plate. I don't know how she does that. She looks at Dad. "I thought the human body was mostly water, not air."

He drops a gob of butter on his mashed potatoes. "Sure we're water, but I think it's inside the molecules of the water where all the space is. Of course, I'm no physicist, so I don't know if that's really true."

I break open my roll, and a few crumbs fall on the tablecloth. This is the kind of thing that's not supposed to bother me anymore, since my old shrink taught me ways to distract myself at dinner. The thing is, I don't want to be distracted. I just want to clean up the crumbs. So I sweep them up with my right hand and dump them on my bread plate.

I know they saw me. I have to distract them. "Wouldn't it be a biologist you aren't, Dad, not a physicist?"

He stares at me as if I'm making fun of him, but I'm really just wondering. What he actually is is a funeral director, which means he embalms people for a living. That makes me Son of the Embalmer. It sounds like some weird late, late movie on cable.


Dad breaks open his roll, and crumbs go flying. He leaves them on the table. "My point, Devon, is I'm not the kind of expert who would know if that's actually true about taking out the space in our bodies. I just heard it on the radio. Now, what did you learn today?" 

I look away, pretending he isn't talking to me, and scoop out the center of my mashed potatoes with my spoon. Then I pour milk in, exactly to the rim.

Mom swallows fast. "I read something from Thoreau this morning." She often tries to bail me out when Dad asks me a direct question. She knows he makes me nervous. "It was on my daily quote calendar at work. He wrote, 'I wish I could worship the parings of my nails.' "

I spread my fingers out to take a look. My nails are nicely rounded, just a sliver of white extending to the edge of my fingers. I might be able to get into worshiping them.

Dad shakes his head. "I admire Thoreau as much as the next person, but sometimes he went off the deep end, don't you think?"

Now Mom shakes her head. "I appreciate his sentiment. Thoreau is trying to see the specialness of life in even the most insignificant parts of it."

The table is silent for a minute. That's the way I like it. Except I know the conversation is heading back at me.

"So, Devon, what do you have to tell us tonight?"

I have nothing. I never have anything. So I make things up. "Did you know Hitler had a cat?" They look at me with their this-is-even-weirder-than-usual expressions. "It was a stray he took in ... in the bunker. He named her Muffin."


"Muffin?" Mom drinks some water from the huge mug Dad gave her for Christmas. It says "She Who Must Be Obeyed" around the middle. 

"Muffin was the translation. In German it was something like Das Muf-kin-izer."

Dad sips some water from his small glass. He doesn't like drinking water, but Mom says it's good for him and that coffee isn't. "I can't picture Hitler with a cat. A dog, maybe, like a schnauzer, but not a cat."

"He's kidding us, Frank." She opens her mouth in a perfect circle and inserts a piece of steak. "Aren't you, Devon?"

I shrug, leaving them wondering as usual, and stick my fork into the pile of peas on my plate. When I pull it out, there are five. I tilt the fork so that one falls off and then eat the rest. When I look up, they're watching. They probably saw me drop the one pea. I don't think it's so terrible, wanting to eat four peas instead of five. People do worse things every minute of the day, and who's staring at them?

I plunge my fork into the potatoes and shove a big clump into my mouth—they can't find anything strange about that! Then I lift my glass of water in two hands and gulp—one, two, three, four swallows.

Dad forks up a bunch of peas and eats them. "How did your first session go with Dr. Wasserman?"

I lick around the inside of my mouth until all the potatoes are gone. "Okay."

"What did you talk about?"

Mom puts down her mug of water. "You know you're not supposed to ask that, Frank. It's confidential."

"I know that the last doctor spent five months playing 
Stratego and Battleship with Devon. I want to make sure this one's not doing the same thing." 

Dad's wrong. I played Stratego and Connect Four with Dr. Castelli, not Battleship.

Mom liked my old shrink. He told her once that I was very well behaved and complimented her on raising me. I don't think he gave Dad any credit, and that's probably right since he never spent much time with me. Mom's the one who used to read to me every night. She played board games with me on the weekends and took me to museums. When we were out driving she would tell me about the divorces she was handling, and I always wondered if she'd divorce Dad someday. It's not that they have these terrible big fights or anything. It's just that they don't seem to fit together. Like, she's smarter than he is by a mile. And a lot more friendly. And nicer. I could go on and on.

Dad doesn't talk to me very much. I think he wanted a baseball-basketball-football-playing kid, since that's the type he was, growing up. After I got to be about eight, he stopped asking if I wanted to go out in the yard and have a catch. I never saw the point of catch. I never saw the point of sports, either. I told him that once, and he just shrugged and walked away.

Mom reaches for the pitcher of water and fills her mug. Dad says we should just hook up a hose to her. That's pretty funny—for him—but the thing is he says it about twice a day, so nobody laughs anymore.

"Therapy takes time, Frank. The doctor and Devon were establishing a relationship of trust with each other."

"Their relationship cost us two thousand dollars—that's outrageous."


Mom keeps eating her little mouthfuls. Dad taps his fingers on the table. It's the only nervous habit I've ever seen in him. They aren't looking at each other. It seems to me an odd way of arguing. 

What I'd like is for Mom to throw a roll at him and Dad to toss a spoonful of potatoes at her, and then they'd splash each other with their water. That would be an interesting argument. I wouldn't even mind cleaning up the mess.

"How would you know therapy is outrageous? You've never tried it."

"Why would I try it? I don't need to pay somebody two thousand dollars and get nothing to show for it."

I agree with Dad—I have nothing to show for twenty sessions with Dr. Castelli except that I'm now an expert at Connect Four. I even went to the store looking for Connect Five, but they said the game doesn't exist. It's strange nobody has invented that yet. Maybe I'll do it.

I estimate that I agree with my father ten percent of the time and with my mother twenty-five percent. I think that's a pretty high total for a kid agreeing with his parents, but I don't know for sure.

Mom takes a bite of roll. "I'm just saying let's give it another try. A new therapist, a new school, a new town—let's give them all a try."

Dad nods. "Of course we're giving them a try. That's why we moved, isn't it?"

"Frank!"

What does he mean? I thought we came to Belford so Dad could expand his funeral business and Mom could find more people who want to get divorced. They said we 
moved closer to the city for greater opportunities, and I thought they meant their own. "You mean we moved because of me?" 

Mom eats some of her potatoes. "We moved for everyone's sake, Devon."

I stick my fork into my peas and come up with three. They're watching me again. My hand is starting to sweat. They keep staring. I'll show them. I close my eyes and eat the three stupid peas.



CHAPTER 3

Later, in my room, I log onto the Net in order to have something to do besides think about myself. Dr. Castelli had five months and six days to figure out exactly why I am like I am and couldn't do it. That makes me wonder, could I be some new psychological phenomenon? I know I'm strange compared to normal kids, but could I be strange even within the whole world of strange people? That makes me feel really odd. 

I call up google.com on the screen and search under "teenager," which I am, and "obsessive," which is the word Castelli used to describe how I kept my Connect Four chips in perfect piles of four before playing them. Two hundred and sixteen Web sites come up in .34 seconds. I like that google tells you how fast their search takes, but really, I wouldn't mind waiting a whole second. It's not like I have anything else to do in the two thirds of a second google saved me.


I click in and out of "personality disorder" and "depression" and "teen mental health" until I see a site saying, "What Is Generalized Anxiety?" Since Dr. Wasserman used that term at our first session today, I click on it and read: "Generalized anxiety is characterized by shakiness, muscle aches, soreness, restlessness, fatigue, and irritability. The sufferer is on edge and easily startled." That doesn't sound like me at all. I don't shake or ache that much. I'm not sore or irritable or easily startled. How could a shrink be so wrong? 

I scroll down, clicking on every link, and come to "SocioPathways," by a kid named NOWAYNOTME. I like his name, so I keep reading:

"Controlling myself is not nearly as satisfying as controlling others."

I don't want to control others, but I do like controlling things, which is just as hard.

"I find humor in life by looking for people to laugh at."

I don't see the point of laughing at other people. Kids usually laugh at me, and they seem to have fun doing it, but I'm not into that.

"I like my personality flaws, because without them I'd have no personality at all."

NOWAYNOTME makes me wonder what my personality would be if I didn't have my "tendencies," as Mom puts it. If I weren't Devon the Anxious, Devon the Obsessive, Devon the Clean, what kind of Devon would I be? There wouldn't be much Devon left.

At least I'm not a sociopath, from what NOWAY says. Still, I click on "Chat" and register as Psychobabble, the user ID I always use. Then I enter the Sociopathic Chat Room.


"hi, just surfed in..." 

JWGjr—"Welcome, Psychobabble, what brings you here?"

"i'm trying 2 figure out what i am."

JWGjr—"A noble effort. Perhaps figure out what you aren't and see what's left."

"i don't have that long i have 2 go 2 bed soon."

JWGjr—"Okay then try getting in touch with your inner sociopath."

"i'm not sure i have an inner 1 of those."

JWGjr—"Everybody does."

"how would i get in touch with mine?"

JWGjr—"Think terrible thoughts. Imagine the worst thing you would do to someone if you could and not get caught."

"is that all?"

JWGjr—"No, this is important—you can't feel guilty about your thoughts. Get rid of guilt and there you will find your inner sociopath." "thnx JWGjr out."

I log off feeling pretty good about the Sociopathic Chat Room. It's not often on the Net you find someone as friendly and helpful as JWGjr on the first posting. I decide to follow his advice. I close my eyes and think of dismemberment—and not just arms and legs, either. I think of squeezing someone's eyes until they pop and sticking sharp objects down his throat. I try imagining doing these terrible things to people, but each time an actual face passes through my mind, I feel guilty and ashamed. I wouldn't make a very good sociopath, and I'm glad. The world already has too many of them.



CHAPTER 4

I get nervous on first days—first anythings, in fact. There's always too much to figure out. Beginning school in January means I'm the only new kid. Everybody will be watching me. 

Right now I'm watching them. I'm leaning on one of the huge columns outside of The Baker Academy pretending to be interested in the jagged outline of downtown Boston in the distance. I'm actually counting the kids going in the school. I don't know why I am—it's just something for my mind to do. But then as I count five and six and seven, it seems right that I should be the eighth kid going in, a multiple of four. Before I can reach the door a girl comes running up the steps and butts in front of me. So I go back to leaning and counting ... nine, ten, eleven. My chance comes up again, but this time two kids get there first.

This is getting weird. It's never mattered before what number I was going in a door. I should just go in. I can do it. All the other kids are. But it seems to me that I can use 
all the luck in the world today, and that means using my lucky number. The 7:55 bell rings. Fourteen kids have gone in since I've started counting. I need one more. A tall girl comes up the steps—the tallest girl I've ever seen. I pretend I'm fixing something in my backpack so she won't think
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