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Chapter 1: An Ordinary Town

 


“It seemed like such an ordinary town.”
That’s what Jena imagined people would say when someone
extraordinary emerged from such an insignificant place. The T.V.
cameras would pan across Centerton with its ordinary houses,
ordinary maple trees, ordinary Starbucks, ordinary supermarket,
ordinary pizza place, and then the voice-over would say something
to the effect that an extraordinary person could be dwelling in
such an ordinary town without anyone suspecting it. Even in an
ordinary little town with a few thousand residents, there could be
someone extraordinary moving among them without the Starbucks
barista, the grocery checkout girl, or the pizza place owner even
knowing.

Or the science teacher, as the case might
be.

Jena Habib’s foot tapped non-stop as she
swallowed audibly. She’d been caught in her daydream. Jena never
daydreamed. This was exactly why she never daydreamed. Nothing good
could come of it, especially in chemistry class. Mr. Isaac just
stared at her. He did not speak because he recognized that
eventually she would ask him to repeat himself. Teachers knew that
sort of thing. They were a different species in that way.

“What was that, Mr. Isaac?” she finally
asked, trying to look earnest.

“You seemed to be somewhere other than in
class, Jena,” he said sternly.

“She has an A, even if she isn’t paying
attention,” Amy Dubois offered from her seat in the first row.

The short-haired spunky girl was Jena’s
friend and she was trying to help. Jena noted in her head that Amy
was wrong; her average was actually an A+, as if that were the
point.

“I did not ask what her average was,” the
teacher said quietly. “I know you do well in this class, Jena…”

“She does well in all the classes, Mr.
Isaac,” Amy pointed out. Oliver Chan, who sat in front of Amy,
nodded vigorously and the nod spread like a yawn throughout the
class.

“She does well on the softball field, too,”
Alan Boyce added. “Jena is going to make varsity this year, Mr.
Isaac.” Alan gave her a thumbs up. Jena’s boyfriend. She sighed. He
was trying to ride to her rescue, as if she needed rescuing. Alan
was cute and he was almost as good a shortstop as she was. But he
wasn’t helping. In fact, all Amy and Alan were doing was making a
small situation into a bigger one.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Isaac,” Jena apologized. “I
just drifted away from the world for a moment. It won’t happen
again.”

The science teacher stared at her through his
thick-lensed glasses, a look of disappointment washing over his
face. “Tell me something, Miss Habib.” He paused as if to draw out
the moment a little longer. Jena swallowed audibly. “Do you believe
that you don’t belong in this world?” he asked.

Her heart froze in her chest. To be honest,
Jena did not feel like she belonged in this world. Maybe it was
because she was too much for this ordinary little town or maybe she
was not enough for them. It could have been because they pitied her
for never knowing her dead mother; or maybe she was just too ethnic
or too Muslim for a girl from the suburbs in Everytown, U.S.A. Did
the school let her pray the Salat al-zuhr in the afternoon? Yes,
but that didn’t mean anyone was happy about it. The world of
Centerton grudgingly made a place for her to drift in late to class
because of midday prayers, but she never felt comfortable in the
place they carved out for her. After all this time, people in the
town still mispronounced her name. Jay-nuh? Jeen-uh? Was it so hard
for those people to pronounce it Jehn-uh because the
transliteration from Arabic only used one “n”? Or was there
something insidious about the mispronunciation because Jehn-uh
sounded like a “normal” girl’s name and Jena Habib wasn’t a normal
girl who belonged in this ordinary town and its small little world?
Sometimes Jena did not feel she belonged in this world because part
of her whispered that she was too good for them; Smarter than all
of them; A better athlete than any of them; More driven to succeed
than any of them.

Mr. Isaac just stared at her wordlessly.

“I didn’t say that, sir…”

“No, but we all know that’s how you feel,”
the teacher replied. “You may someday be special, Jena, but right
now you’re a high school sophomore in my chemistry class. This is
the world where you belong. Do I make myself clear?”

“Of course,” she replied.

They locked gazes for a moment. He knew that
with any other student, he could ask a difficult question and wait
for an incorrect answer to make it clear he was the teacher and she
was the student. He knew that was the wrong course of action with
this particular student. She knew this, too. Jena’s eyebrows raised
ever so slightly, almost as an unspoken challenge. Mr. Isaac
breathed in through his nose and contented himself that Jena’s
pencil rolled off her desk, breaking the tension.

She picked it back up and he resumed his
lesson. Jena cautiously resumed her daydream about being famous
someday and having journalists return to this crappy little
ordinary town where she started. Jena did not generally indulge in
daydreams. But this was an act of defiance, a quiet daydream as
some sort of civil disobedience.

Nevertheless Mr. Isaac’s question haunted her
long after the bell had rung and she had left class because Jena
Habib did not believe for one moment that she belonged in this
world.

Of course, she was right.

 

 



Chapter 2: The Punch

 


“Javier, this sort of thing cannot happen,”
the Principal said. Naturally. What else would a principal say?

Ms. Ruth DeGaulle’s white hair was gathered
up in a bun and all she needed was a set of reading glasses perched
on the bridge of her nose to look like a librarian from Central
Casting, Javier mused. Her large purse sat on her desk and Javier
wondered if it was filled with implements of torture. He smirked.
She frowned.

“He knew he was going to get punched,” Javier
explained, slumping so low in his seat opposite Ms. DeGaulle, that
he was afraid if he slumped any further, he would slide onto the
floor. Javier put a lot of thought into his slump. He slumped just
enough to make it clear he did not care about the punishment, but
he needed to keep some contact with the chair for that apathy not
to shatter into ridiculousness. It was a delicate balance.

“No one should come to school, thinking he
will be punched, Mr. Garcia,” she said icily.

“He pronounced my name incorrectly,” the boy
said with a shrug. “He should know it’s an ‘h’ sound at the
beginning. He’s in Spanish III for Christ’s sakes.”

“Watch your mouth,” the Principal hissed.
Javier jumped a little because he knew that his mother would
indulge him for punching the racist junior, but not for taking the
Lord’s name in vain. Ms. DeGaulle knew this, too, which is why she
seized on it. “I will be speaking with your mother and mentioning
how concerned you are with our students’ pronunciation skills in
foreign language classes, as well as your casual tone in speaking
of religious figures.” Her thin lips creased into a smile.

“The kid knew it would piss me off, Ms.
DeGaulle. I punched him. He knows now not to do that,” Javier
insisted. “What about ‘letting boys be boys’ so we can sort these
things out without your involvement?”

“I do not subscribe to that theory,” she
retorted.

“I thought it was worth a try.”

“You don’t think enough is worth a try, Mr.
Garcia,” the Principal said with a sigh. “I believe that you’re a
talented young man and all of your teachers tell me that if you put
in the effort, you’d be more successful.”

“But I should play fewer video games and
familiarize myself with the student portal so I can submit my
homework on time?” he asked in a lightly mocking tone, rolling his
eyes.

“And not get into fights,” Ms. DeGaulle
added.

“I’ll work on it,” he said insincerely.

“At some point, the fact that your father
left will cease to be a valid excuse for your behavior,” she
observed coldly. “You’re sixteen years old. I think that this would
be exactly that point.”

“My father has nothing to do with it. I just
didn’t like the way that kid said my name and I punched him. End of
story. Just tell me how many detentions and I will do them.”

“Five.”

“Five?”

“Too many or too few?” Ms. DeGaulle
asked.

“I don’t know how to answer that,” Javier
admitted.

“I would have suspended you if you’d broken
his nose, but there’s barely a mark,” she said with a gleam in her
eyes. “You should learn how to punch effectively if you want to be
the kind of boy who gets into fights.”

“I appreciate the feedback.”

A slight warmth seemed to wash over Ms.
DeGaulle’s face for a moment. “Don’t you want to be better,
Javier?”

“Not really,” he replied.

She shook her head and dismissed him with
wave of her hand which Javier had to admit was perfectly
“dismissive.”

Well-played, Ms. DeGaulle.

He thought that his day could not get worse,
but then Tim McDonnell walked right up to him with that eager
determination written on his face which Javier found so annoying.
“Javier Garcia?” Tim asked.

Javier nodded in the most bored way he
could.

“I need to talk to you,” Tim declared.

Javier felt as if his day just got worse.

 

 



Chapter 3: Dads

 


That evening, Katelyn Applewood curled up in
her bed. Her cat Cyrus was softly purring on her lap while she
Facetimed her friend, Amy. The cat’s weight on her lap usually
calmed Katelyn, but nothing could calm her tonight.

“It’s going to be okay, Katelyn,” Amy’s voice
chirped through the phone. She wore a grin which Katelyn
immediately judged as false.

“No, it’s not,” Katelyn replied. “I hear that
the girl is huge and scary-looking!” Katelyn’s sweet, slightly
high-pitched voice—which still sounded a bit like a little girl’s
even though she was sixteen—vibrated through Amy’s phone and she
nearly dropped it.

“Isn’t the transfer just a freshman?” Amy
asked.

“Amy, someone told me she’s six feet
tall.”

“K, you know that’s not true.”

“They say she was the best pitcher in her
town and I will bet you a box of doughnuts that her town was a lot
bigger than ours,” Katelyn insisted.

Amy giggled at the Katelynesque expression, I
will bet you a box of doughnuts. Katelyn had several expressions
which involved doughnuts because she loved doughnuts. Amy didn’t
know how a girl could eat like Katelyn and still keep her figure.
“Doughnuts aside, I bet that my dad will push for you to make
varsity,” Amy insisted.

“Your dad is only the assistant coach,”
Katelyn insisted. “Coach North has already seen this giant freshman
and apparently flames come off the ball when she pitches. She’s
going to take my place and I’ll only be on J.V.”

“J.V. as a sophomore is no slap in the face,”
Amy countered. Amy wasn’t good enough to make the J.V. team and
Katelyn knew that.

“I know, it’s just…I just…you know, I wish
your dad were the varsity coach,” Katelyn said, her tone
softening.

Amy just sighed. Her dad always favored
Katelyn Applewood. He had coached her from teeball all the way
through the end of rec league, and he always went easier on Katelyn
than any other player. The other dads who helped coach kept
pointing to girls who were bigger, stronger, threw harder, but Mr.
Dubois always said Katelyn would be his starting pitcher on any
team he was coaching. Some of those other dads actually went so far
as to try and remove Mr. Dubois from coaching sometime during their
rec team’s 12U season, but that didn’t work out for them. Amy
smiled. With Mr. Dubois as head coach, that team went on to win the
championship with Katelyn as their pitcher. For the longest time,
Amy didn’t know why her dad was so nice to Katelyn. She presumed it
was because he was charmed by her; after all, sometimes it seemed
like everyone was charmed by Katelyn Applewood. Once when Amy was
ten, she got up the guts to ask her dad why he treated Katelyn
differently from the other girls—even someone like Jena, who was
clearly the best player on the team and whose father had stuck up
for Mr. Dubois, ending the attempted coaching coup. If the best
hitter in the league wanted him as coach, the matter was
settled.

“Katelyn doesn’t have a dad, Amy,” he had
responded to her question. “It’s up to us to look out for her
because her dad can’t.” It made a little sense at the time and then
much more sense later on.

Amy had felt like looking out for Katelyn
long before her talk with her dad. Some might say that plain,
average Amy was trying to bask in the sunlight which seemed to
surround Katelyn. Others would insist Amy was charmed by her friend
like everyone else was. But Amy now knew why she was protective of
Katelyn in a way she wasn’t of Jena or any of their other friends.
It all made sense to her.

“Katelyn, we’re lucky the school even lets my
dad help out with the varsity team,” Amy said. “Coach North hates
him, but Ms. DeGaulle wants a teacher on the varsity coaching
staff—even if my dad is just the music teacher.”

“Yeah, well Coach North had a losing season
last year, even with the best catcher in the state,” Katelyn
muttered. “Your dad went undefeated the last time he was a head
coach.”

Amy giggled again. “K, that was town league.
It’s apples and oranges. It’s apples and pineapples!”

“You want your dad to do better than
undefeated? Fine, set an impossible standard as a daughter if you
have to,” Katelyn said, a smile spreading across her face. Amy
could see her friend’s dimples on the screen and it made a warmth
spread across her chest. Katelyn seemed to be happier, “I still say
your dad is a better coach than Coach North. Jena says so, too. You
know North screwed her out of a varsity spot last year. He can’t do
it to Jena this year or this little town will explode. I’m talking
pitchforks and torches.”

“Don’t worry about the freshman, Katelyn.
You’ll make the cut. Everyone underestimates you, but you always
come through,” Amy said. She immediately began thinking of songs
from the 1980s to put on her “Cheer up, K” playlist to share with
her friend.

“Thanks, Amy…” Katelyn put down the phone and
yelled to her mom. “I gotta go soon. My mom thinks I’m vaping up
here on Facetime with you, as if that’s a thing.” She rolled her
big, blue eyes.

Amy shrugged. “My mom asked me last week if I
ever texted pix to anyone.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“No, never,” Amy replied. “It would kill my
dad!”

Uneasy silence hung between the girls as
Amy’s eyes widened and her mouth made an “O.” “Sorry, K.”

“Why should you be sorry?” Katelyn asked, a
little stiffly.

“I shouldn’t have said, ‘it would kill my
dad.’ I just meant…”

“I know,” Katelyn said, in her easy manner,
which helped the constriction in Amy’s throat to release. “I
wouldn’t want anything you do to kill your dad. I like your dad and
I need him alive. If something large and heavy falls on Coach
North, then your dad could take over the team and ensure I make
varsity.”

Amy sighed. It was hard to be friends with
someone whose dad was dead. You always had to watch what you say.
“I am sure your dad…” She awkwardly trailed off as she tried to say
something reassuring about Katelyn’s dead father.

Katelyn made a goofy face. “Ames, it’s okay.
Why did your mom even ask you about texting pictures?”

“She specifically asked if I texted pictures
of myself to any boys,” Amy explained with a dismissive sigh. “I’m
pretty sure I got the gist of her question.”

“Moms are crazy. You do you,” Katelyn
advised. “I gotta go.” Her cat leapt from her lap, as if sensing
the call was over.

Amy tried to say she was sorry again for
using an expression involving a dead dad, but Katelyn had already
ended the call and likely had moved on.

 


 



Chapter 4: Tim

 


Tim clicked the final box in the school’s
online portal, clearing the last homework assignment. For a moment,
he was happy. Then the darkness encroached on his moment of pride
at his own diligence. Finishing his homework used to make him
happier for longer. Everything used to make him happy. He glanced
at the half-eaten bag of cheese curls on his bed. Snacks used to
make him happy, too. Now they just tasted like dust when he put
them in his mouth. They reminded him of nights in Rajiv’s basement,
role-playing wizards and elves and rangers with Rajiv, Rich, and
Oliver. Memories which now haunted him.

Tim took a deep breath to clear his head. He
was being ridiculous. Cheese curls were still delicious. His tongue
was lying to him. Role-playing games could still go on, even if
they required a new location. He needed a new book and he was upset
that the Bookseller—his favorite independent bookshop, whose owner
was also called “the Bookseller”—had been closed. The owner (the
“eponymous” owner, Tim would say, even though he knew no one would
care about the word) had gone on vacation. Who could go on vacation
at a time like this? Tim reminded himself that the Bookseller’s
world had not been turned upside down. Only his had been. And he
had to control his mind, so dark thoughts didn’t flicker at the
back of his head. Cheese curls were delightful, good books could
calm him, and the moment any high school sophomore completed his
homework and saw a blank screen in the portal under the title
“homework due” was still pleasant. Tim knew he was still able to
watch sports or glide through social media or re-read an old
fantasy novel until the Bookseller reopened. Those things used to
make him happy.

It didn’t matter than he was too skinny to be
a good athlete or too nerdy to be popular. Tim McDonnell knew that
high schools had many niches and a student didn’t need to be any
one thing to find his “people.” Oliver, Rajiv, and Rich were his
tribe. Tim’s teachers liked him, his grades were excellent, and
even if his major crush didn’t care that he existed, guys like him
usually won “the long game.” Tim felt like the obvious choice for a
crush might be someone Katelyn Applewood, but she was too
conventional for him. Tim had always tended to less obvious
choices—Green Lantern instead of Superman; Scarlet Witch instead of
Captain America. The brilliant and exotic girl who sat in front of
him in most of his classes was far more interesting than her
blonde-haired, blue-eyed best friend. Eventually Jena Habib would
turn around in history class and notice the geek behind her. They
would talk and she’d realize she was better suited to a nice guy
like Tim than some obnoxious jerk like her boyfriend Alan Boyce.
One didn’t expect that to happen right away—it wasn’t some rom-com
after all. But Tim figured it was a definite possibility by junior
or senior year. He could afford to be patient until she came to her
senses. Besides, girls matured faster than boys. That was just
science.

Tim stared at the blank screen which
indicated that, according to the wisdom of the school portal, he
had accomplished all that one could ask tonight of a high school
sophomore. A weight pressed down on his chest anyway. He wasn’t
happy. He stared at the cheese curls and the taste of ash
manifested in his mouth. Tim tried to think of Jena and all he
could imagine was her laughing if anyone brought up the idea of
dumping the starting shortstop on varsity baseball for the editor
of the school newspaper. Maybe she’d reciprocate his feelings if
they were in a movie or a novel, but never in reality. Tim looked
at his phone. It was as blank as his computer screen. No new
messages. Reality no longer made any sense for Tim.

Tim put the hood of his sweatshirt up, even
though it wasn’t terribly cold for March. He felt safer that way,
as if the world couldn’t hurt him. Maybe he felt a little like a
wizard from one of his books or a Jedi knight from Star Wars. If
only he were a powerful warrior, then maybe things would be
different. Maybe he wouldn’t be so angry. Maybe the world would
make a little more sense.

Life had not been the same since Rajiv’s
suicide.

Tim couldn’t talk about it with his friends,
Oliver or Rich. He couldn’t talk about it with his twin sisters. He
couldn’t talk about it with his mom. He didn’t have a dad. Tim
sighed and checked his phone again. Nothing. Javier hadn’t texted
him back. Biting his lip, Tim texted him again. “I HAVE TO TALK TO
YOU ABOUT RAJIV.” All-caps was a bit aggressive, but Tim felt that
Javier was the key to uncovering the truth.

A message appeared in the portal from Mr.
Regis, Tim’s history teacher. “We should discuss your story idea,
Mr. McDonnell. I am not sure the Principal will approve, but I want
to talk about it with you. After school tomorrow?”

Tim inhaled deeply again, pulling the corners
of his hood closer as he stared at the computer screen. Mr. Regis
messaged him just as he was thinking about Rajiv. It was uncanny.
Tim often felt the teachers in his high school were part of some
secret society which used either ancient magic or futuristic
technology to know what was going on. No one had ever gotten away
with cheating in Mr. Malik’s math class, the guidance counselor,
Mr. Wu, seemed to always recognize what was bothering you, and now
Mr. Regis was sending messages as if he knew exactly what was going
on at this very moment. Tim figured that his teachers were probably
aliens from another planet, or at least spies working for the
government.

Tim replied to Mr. Regis, who served as
moderator for the school’s widely unread newspaper of which Tim was
editor. “I would like that, Mr. Regis. Thank you.”

He stared at the screen before adding to the
message. “I do not believe it was a suicide. I am operating on the
assumption Rajiv was murdered.”

Tim bit his lip so hard he had to wipe his
mouth to make sure he wasn’t bleeding. Then he deleted the last two
sentences so that his message simply ended with “Thank you.” All
Mr. Regis knew was that Tim had pitched an article about Rajiv’s
death. The teacher probably presumed it was a eulogy of sorts. Even
Mr. Regis didn’t need to know about Tim’s murder theory quite yet.
At least not until Tim had a chance to talk to Javier.

A new message popped up in the portal in
response.

“I will see you after school tomorrow. It is
devastating when a young man dies and please know that I share your
grief. That doesn’t mean it was murder. Let’s discuss.”

Tim shook his head. “Teachers!” he muttered
to himself.

Everyone seemed to accept that Rajiv had
killed himself, including Rajiv’s parents and two of his best
friends. Rich and Oliver had told Tim to stop insisting there was
another story. “There is no other story,” Oliver had fumed. Rich
talked about Rajiv in past tense and left it at that. Oliver’s
defense was to pretend nothing major had happened; Rich had grown
even more socially paralyzed—if such a thing were possible. But Tim
believed that he was Rajiv’s best friend and he would have known if
Rajiv was depressed. He refused to accept the story being passed
around on social media.

He wanted to explain it to Mr. Regis
tomorrow. It was his second year in class and on the newspaper with
the old history teacher, and Tim felt like they had a good
relationship. Given that Mr. Regis was the newspaper advisor and
Tim was the only student who consistently showed up for the
meetings, Mr. Regis would have to understand. Of course, it would
help if Tim could interview Javier Garcia. The burnout gamer was
the last person who’d spoken to Rajiv before his death. “He could
be the key to unraveling the whole mystery,” Tim said aloud to no
one.

His phone buzzed with a message from Javier.
A smile spread across Tim’s freckled face and a small flicker of
joy seemed to crackle in his chest. “Finally,” he said as he opened
the message.

“How did you get this number?” it asked.

 


Chapter 5: Apocalypses

 


The doorbell rang and Javier called to his
mom from the basement. She didn’t answer and the doorbell rang a
second time, with more urgency—if that were possible for a two-note
bell. “Mom, I’m gaming!” Javier yelled. Still nothing. The bell
rang again and with its two tones, the doorbell seemed to declare
that Javier could expect this pathetic symphony until the
apocalypse if he didn’t answer the door.

“Mom!”

It then occurred to Javier that his mom was
out on Tuesday nights at one of her many church groups, likely
praying to her angry God to spare them from the doom she was always
promising. Javier rolled his eyes as he thought of his mom, who was
so certain that their world was in danger. If she was a religious
woman, shouldn’t she have faith in her God? Even if the apocalypse
was coming, wouldn’t her God spare her due to all of her praying?
Yet she was so very scared. The Garcias’ overstocked pantry seemed
ready to ride out any apocalypse which didn’t include too many
avenging angels or pillars of fire from heaven. Why was his mom so
scared if she had such faith?

The doorbell interrupted his thoughts.

Javier told his friends he had to leave the
game, they acknowledged his departure with the expected curses, and
he removed his headset and put down his controller. As Javier
navigated his way upstairs to the front door with its annoying
bell, he recognized that his mom wasn’t worried about her own
survival during the end of the world. She was worried about his.
Surely her wrathful world-destroying God would spare pious Mrs.
Garcia, but He would strike down her slothful son, Javier. How the
overstocked pantry was going to prevent that, Javier didn’t know.
He had bigger fish to fry: Like punching the person leaning on that
doorbell. He was determined to punch harder this time, based on Ms.
DeGaulle’s advice. He threw open the door and tried to affect a
murderous scowl.

“You?” Javier’s voice was filled with anger
and disbelief.

“I told you that we had to talk,” Tim
replied.

Javier shut the door, but Tim had thrust his
foot in time and prevented the door from slamming shut. “You’re
looking to get pummeled. Go away,” Javier raged.

“I will keep coming until you agree to talk
to me,” Tim insisted. “You may as well get it over with.”

“So, you come in, I listen, then you go away
forever?” Javier asked. He pondered for a moment.

Tim took advantage of the larger boy’s
thinking to slip into the house, completely ignoring any physical
threats. “Just hear me out, please,” Tim pleaded.

Javier regarded him with eyelids at
half-mast. “I could break you over my knee and leave you on my
front lawn,” Javier said. “How many people would care?”

“I don’t care if you beat the crap out of me,
just as long as you answer my questions about Rajiv.”

Javier had to admit he was impressed with the
nerd’s courage. He also could see that Tim wasn’t giving up, so he
hung his head and ambled back towards the basement. “Follow me,” he
groaned. “Do you want a beer or something?”

“We’re sixteen,” Tim replied.

“We are,” Javier agreed, pulling a beer from
the minifridge and cracking it open. He savored Tim’s
discomfort.

Tim knew that Javier was trying to mess with
him and it was working. The basement smelled of stale beer mixed
with body odor. Everything people said about Javier Garcia was
true. But he was also the last person to talk to Rajiv, so Tim
pressed on.

“You know that people are saying Rajiv killed
himself…” Tim began, swallowing the lump which emerged in his
throat. Javier just stared at him. “He gamed with you on Thursdays,
which is the night they say he…”

“He hung himself?” Javier interjected.

“It’s ‘hanged’ when you talk about a person,”
Tim said softly, involuntarily.

Javier laughed coldly. “You think that
correcting my grammar will help you?” he asked. “Why are you here?
What do you want from me?”

“Did you game with him on that night?”

“Yes. We played and at some point, he left
and offed himself,” Javier answered. “Did he say, ‘Sorry guys, I
have to go hang myself?’ No, he didn’t mention it.”

“Did he seem like himself?” Tim asked.

“I guess so. How the hell am I supposed to
know?” Javier asked, pausing to chug the beer and crush the can in
the hopes that might persuade Tim to leave, so he could hop back on
the game he had been playing.

“Everyone says he was depressed and I didn’t
see any evidence of that,” Tim said. “I wondered if he seemed that
way to you.”

“Kids commit suicide. It’s not the end of the
world.”

“It was the end of his world,” Tim pressed.
“Did Rajiv seem depressed to you?”

“He seemed normal,” Javier replied. “Everyone
says he killed himself because he was gay and Indians don’t dig
that stuff.”

“It’s not true,” Tim said very quietly.

“He was straight?”

“No, he was gay,” Tim said. “But he was out
to his friends.”

“It wasn’t his friends who were the problem.
People say it was his parents who didn’t approve and they found
out,” Javier said. His voice softened around the edges, despite his
best efforts to prevent that.

“He was out to his parents. They were fine
with it.”

“So, I don’t get what your angle is,” Javier
huffed.

“I think he was murdered.”

Javier laughed. “It that a joke? A story for
a school newspaper no one reads? Listen to me, man, I am sorry your
only friend killed himself. That sucks. But that doesn’t mean we
get to be friends because he gamed with me. I’m not in the market
for new friends and even if I was, you wouldn’t make the list.”

Tim clenched his fists and gritted his teeth.
“Rajiv is not my only friend.”

“Ok. I don’t care. Who would murder a high
school kid?”

“That’s what I want to find out,” Tim
insisted. “Just stay with me for a minute. He gamed with you that
night and everything seemed normal, right?” Javier nodded, as if it
was painful even to acknowledge the ridiculous nerd in his basement
tossing out murder accusations. “Did he leave the game early?”

Javier thought. “Yeah, he did. So what? I
just left a game early to answer my door. Murder may yet play a
role in that.” Javier arched an eyebrow at Tim.

Tim cast aside the threat. “Did Rajiv’s exit
seem sudden like when you had to answer the door?”

“I guess so.”

“What did he say?”

“I think he said, ‘Guys, I gotta go now’ or
something like that,” Javier said.

“Did it seem sudden?” Tim pressed.

“Yes, Inspector, it seemed very sudden,”
Javier chuckled. “It wasn’t like he gave us a ten-minute warning.
Something came up all of a sudden and he had to go. This happens in
the wonderful world of video gaming. You learn to live with
it.”

Tim nodded with understanding. “So, you’re
telling me that all of the sudden, Rajiv Patel decided mid-game
that it was an optimal time for suicide?”

“How should I know? Why do you have to make
it sound so stupid?” Javier asked.

“Because it is stupid,” Tim replied. “If he
really wanted to kill himself, why would he do it all of a sudden
in the middle of a video game? Wouldn’t he have not played at all?
Or done it after the game?”

“If the guy wanted to kill himself, maybe
logic wasn’t the most important thing in his world,” Javier
responded. “You ever think of that before jumping to murder?”

“How was he playing that night?” Tim
asked.

Javier stared at him. “Very well. He was
incredible, to be honest.”

“If you were playing really well, would you
have left the game to answer the door?” Tim asked.

“That’s not the same thing, obviously. Dude
was messed up,” Javier insisted.

“I am just asking if you were depressed and
playing really well, would you quit the game suddenly and then kill
yourself?”

“Maybe not. But it’s a stupid reason to think
everyone is lying,” Javier said.

“It probably is, but you kind of agree, don’t
you?” Tim asked.

“This doesn’t make us friends,” Javier
replied acidly.

 


Chapter 6: The Pitcher

 


The next day after classes ended, Jena sat
down on a bench outside the school to try and talk Katelyn off the
ledge. It was an essential part of her friendship, almost like a
daily ritual of hygiene. They had to change for softball tryouts,
but this came first. Katelyn had to get out of her own head before
she could compete.

“What did Amy say?” Jena asked patiently.

“That it would be okay,” Katelyn replied.

“Her dad is an assistant coach, K. And he’s
always been your biggest cheerleader.”

“Coach North won’t listen to a word Mr.
Dubois says and you know it, Jena!” Katelyn fumed. “The freshman
transferred in this week, just when tryouts are starting. What does
that mean?”

“It’s unusual, I’ll grant you that…”

“Coach North probably recruited this girl and
she’s going to take my place. I heard she’s six feet tall and
throws a thousand miles an hour.”

“She’s a freshman, Katelyn,” Jena said with a
patient smile she had for no one else. She put her arm around her
friend. “I think she might be 5’6” and I am sure she doesn’t throw
eighty miles an hour. If she did, she wouldn’t be at Centerton
High.”

Jena loved that Katelyn took almost nothing
else in her life seriously. In some ways, Jena wished she could be
so casual about her studies, her relationships, and life in
general. Katelyn was a C student who could have been a B student
and didn’t really take note that there was any difference between
the two. Jena, on the other hand, flipped out if she received an A-
on any assignment and furiously checked the portal to ensure her
grade point average remained at A+. Jena noted that Katelyn was a C
student who was probably averaging Ds in some of her classes, but
ended up with Cs because her teachers were charmed by her. Everyone
was. The goofy girl with the bright blue eyes and dirty blonde hair
was the same whether she was talking to a teacher, the most popular
senior boys, the girls in the drama club with neon-green hair, or
Mr. O, the custodian—to whom no one spoke. Except Katelyn
Applewood, Jena mused. Katelyn said hello every time she passed the
gruff custodian and usually asked, “How’s that broken window in Mr.
Regis’s room coming?” He generally grunted something faintly
malevolent in response, but Katelyn seemed immune to ill will and
just dialed up her smile.

As she listened to Katelyn go on and on about
this new freshman pitcher who was going to take her spot on
varsity, Jena couldn’t help but shake her head. Katelyn didn’t even
take her looks seriously. She was blonde and blue-eyed, but knew
she wasn’t dazzlingly beautiful. In her own words, Katelyn conceded
to being comfortably “pretty enough”. Katelyn never wore makeup,
usually kept her hair in a high ponytail, and couldn’t be bothered
with shopping at the “right” stores for clothing. Even if she was
only “pretty enough”, there were always boys interested in dating
Katelyn, but few lasted longer than a month, and none had made it
to the two-month mark. Katelyn never worried about what people said
about her love-life because no one at Centerton High seemed capable
of hating the girl for more than a day. Jena was certain that
Katelyn Applewood could have been the most popular sophomore in the
school if she tried, but Katelyn didn’t waste one moment caring
about it. Caring was just not something she did.

Softball was different. Katelyn was going
nuts on a bench in the school’s courtyard because the only time she
was serious about anything was when she stepped over the foul line
and got onto the softball field. Any time Katelyn stood in that
circle and toed the rubber forty-three feet from homeplate, she
became a different person. The silly girl who couldn’t be serious
about anything morphed into another person completely. Jena knew
because they’d been playing softball together since first
grade.

Katelyn was obsessive about how she played.
She would only wear black cleats. She insisted on braiding Jena’s
hair for her the exact same way before every game. She warmed up
with the same number of wrist flicks, throws from the “T” position,
and throws from the “K” position before going full. When the first
inning started, Katelyn expected Jena to come in from
shortstop—where she’d played since 10U—and say, “You got this,
superstar” with a fist bump followed by a dorky “explosion” as
their fists opened in unison. Katelyn would reply with an electric
smile, “I got this” and Jena would trot back to her position. They
did it all the way through town league, middle school ball,
and—much to Coach Moose Malone’s chagrin—last year at J.V.

Jena marveled that her friend could be so
chill about her grades, her clothing, her boyfriends, and her
future, but magically transformed into this laser-focused ball of
intensity when she toed that pitching rubber. To be honest, Jena
didn’t understand why Coach Dubois had tried pitching Katelyn six
years ago in town league. How could Amy’s dad have known that a
girl with zero focus off the field would be so intense in the
pitching circle? And how could he have known this when Katelyn had
only been in fourth grade at the time?

Jena had to admit that Amy’s dad had been
right. Pitching required focus which K didn’t have in any part of
her life, but she had it on that diamond. What’s more, being the
pitcher required Katelyn to think. Jena did not want to think on
the softball field. It’s part of what she loved about the sport.
She thought everywhere else in this world, but when Jena got
between the lines, it was all instinct and muscle memory. Jena
loved playing shortstop because she didn’t think—if a ball was hit
to the right side, her body naturally glided over to cover second
base. If it was hit to the left side, she had to field and throw
immediately. Jena also knew that was why she was such a gifted
hitter. She didn’t have time to think; she just reacted to the
ball. Jena was grateful for the break.

But her best friend was her polar opposite in
so many ways. Any time Katelyn stood there in that damn circle,
there were a hundred little forevers as everyone watched her in
between every pitch. Katelyn wasn’t a natural and she didn’t throw
very hard. As a result, she constantly had to think about what to
throw, where to throw it, and how to keep fooling batters. Jena
marveled at how the C student who was really a D student could be
such a genius in softball: throwing the four-seam at their eyes to
make it seem faster, getting hitters on their front foot with a
tantalizing changeup, sinking the ball on the inside of the plate,
then nipping the outside with her curveball, and knowing that at
any time she could make the bottom fall out and pull the rug out
from under them with her nasty drop ball. Jena was inarguably the
best softball player in this town, but she knew she’d vomit if she
had to do what Katelyn did. Chemistry and geometry? Jena could do
that. But standing there alone as every eye—fans, parents, coaches,
umpires, players—bore into to you on every single pitch? No, thank
you.

Some people remarked that their friendship
was a good example of opposites attracting. Folks often marveled at
how two very different people could somehow ignore each other’s
differences to carve a path to friendship. But Katelyn put it
another way after they’d taken Ancient History freshmen year with
Mr. Regis. “Remember yin and yang, Jena? That’s us. We complete
each other.”

Jena liked that interpretation much better.
And that’s why she was patient—in a way she’d never be with
anyone—as her friend vented about the freshman pitcher who she
feared would take her place on varsity. Jena loved that her best
friend, who never pushed herself to take high level classes, was so
obsessed with making varsity this year.

What Jena didn’t know was that Katelyn just
wanted to play with Jena. She could care less if she was on J.V.,
varsity, middle school, rec league, or some expensive travel team.
She didn’t want to play the game without her best friend. And if
this scary freshman pitcher with the overpowering fastball was
going to beat her out in tryouts, then Katelyn would be stuck on
J.V. while everyone knew Coach North had to start Jena at shortstop
on varsity this year. Katelyn didn’t want to play softball without
her best friend on the same team because she couldn’t remember a
time when they weren’t on the same team. They were yin and yang,
peanut butter and jelly, ice cream and sprinkles.

As she stopped ranting for a moment and
looked into Jena’s dark eyes, Katelyn knew that her friend would
never have listened to anyone else pitch a fit about such stuff and
in that moment, Katelyn was grateful for their yin and yang
friendship.

And there was no way some transfer pitcher
was going to mess that up, even if she could throw the ball through
the wall.

 


Chapter 7: Varsity Tryouts

 


Katelyn was chewing her nails down to the
nubs. She shouldn’t be trying out for varsity. She should just play
for J.V. and leave it at that. Coach North was standing there with
a clipboard, whispering to J.V. Coach “Moose” Malone, and purposely
ignoring his alleged assistant varsity coach, Coach Dubois.

“Who the hell is the e-girl?” Amy Dubois
muttered when the transfer strutted into her view.

“Just make sure there’s a pitching ball with
good laces at the rubber,” Coach Malone growled at Amy, who was the
team’s manager.

Katelyn stood with the other two girls trying
out for pitcher while the freshman transfer walked up as if she
were a senior. She was not quite as big as Katelyn had feared. She
was several inches taller than Katelyn or either of the two girls
competing for a spot. The transfer student had a black choker, a
nose ring, and heavy eye makeup done up in wings. A couple of black
hearts had been penciled in under her eyes. Two pigtails popped out
of her jet-black hair streaked with purple.

“Have you warmed up?” one of the other
pitchers asked. It was clear that she was trying to infuse her
question with contempt for such an attention-seeking freshman.

“Of course,” the freshman replied, as if it
was the stupidest question ever.

“You’re supposed to take out jewelry,” she
persisted, pointing to the freshman’s nose.

“I’m good,” she replied.

“Maya, why don’t you go first?” Coach North
called.

“She’s not wearing a fielding mask,” Coach
Dubois observed. “Usually, we like our pitchers to…”

“It’s not required. Besides, she doesn’t need
a mask. No one will hit the ball off her,” Coach North interrupted.
He and Moose Malone snickered.

“Looks like I’m first,” the freshman named
Maya said to Katelyn and the other two pitchers. “I’m used to it.”
She winked.

Maya basically swaggered while she approached
the rubber to pitch to the town’s best player other than Jena, a
senior catcher named Thorsson. Katelyn didn’t even know if Thorsson
had a first name. All she knew were the rules everyone who played
softball in Centerton played by: You never shook off Thorsson’s
signs, the catcher would never call timeout to go to the rubber if
a pitcher was struggling, and she never spoke to anyone during a
game except the umpires or the coaches. Thorsson was the best
senior on the team, a catcher who stopped everything, threw out
nearly every runner, and hit the ball to the moon. If anyone was
getting a scholarship out of this tiny little town, it was her.

And Jena.

Katelyn looked to the outfield to see Jena
hitting off a tee into a net and smiled in spite of the vomit
bubbling up in her throat. Everyone in Centerton knew that Jena
should have made varsity as a freshman and started at shortstop.
For some reason Coach North hated her. Maybe he knew that Jena
called him “Coach Hitler” on account of his ridiculous little
mustache. Katelyn laughed a little when she remembered that Jena
referred to J.V. Coach “Moose” Malone as “Mussolini.” Katelyn,
Jena, and Amy had labeled them “the Axis of Softball Evil.” Maybe
Coach North had heard about that and kept Jena on J.V. as
punishment. He had protested that he already had a senior at that
position, but she was terrible. Jena simply hit .800 at J.V. .800!
That was absurd. The only thing more absurd was that Coach North
buried her on Coach Malone’s J.V. team all year and never called
her up while his team limped to a losing record even though
Thorsson had played insanely well as a junior. This season, Katelyn
knew that Coach Hitler had to start Jena or the town would likely
have those pitchforks and torches at the ready.

Katelyn was another story. She was “good
enough” in the same way she was “pretty enough.” No one expected
her to make the team now that this girl Maya had transferred into
Centerton High. Someone said Maya was from Arizona, but Katelyn
found that hard to believe with her pale skin, which made her look
like a vampire. Her hair was definitely dyed black and she wore
black eye makeup and lipstick. Maybe Maya was a vampire, Katelyn
mused. But then again, shouldn’t the sunlight disintegrate her? The
freshman was tall enough to look Thorsson in the eye as they worked
out what pitches she threw and what the signs would be for the
practice.

Katelyn stood ready because she knew she was
next and then the two other girls would pitch after her. Coach
Dubois smiled at Katelyn and his daughter Amy, gave her the thumbs
up, muttering “Who’s scared of a goth girl?” derisively. The
butterflies in Katelyn’s stomach settled. Sure, the freshman was
big and scary looking, but she was just a freshman. Katelyn was a
sophomore and pretty much the only girl in the town who could throw
strikes consistently. The ball usually went where she wanted it to
go, and that was a rare skill. No one would say Katelyn was an
All-Star, but she could keep a team in the game most of the time.
She felt the warmth of the spring sun on the back of her neck and
she smiled. This new girl dressed weird and that likely intimidated
people when they first met her, but she was still just a freshman
who had just moved to a new town. Black lipstick and streaked hair
may have been her thing where she came from, but she’d have to
pitch extremely well to make a varsity team as a ninth grader.
Katelyn exchanged glances with Amy. They’d both seen a lot of big
girls who looked like they could pitch completely flame out when
they actually stepped into the circle.

Katelyn’s smile evaporated when the freshman
threw her first pitch.

The ball simply exploded out of her hand and
the sound it made when it hit Thorsson’s mitt was terrifying.
What’s more, every time Maya went into her motion, she slapped her
glove against her thigh as she released the ball, which had Katelyn
literally jumping. After Maya had finished with her session,
Katelyn saw Coach North writing things down and Coach Malone
smiling broadly.

“Applewood,” Coach North said, not even
looking up from his clipboard.

Katelyn walked into the circle. Maya passed
her and widened her winged eyes as they locked glances. Her icy
stare simply said, “Do better than that.” Katelyn knew she couldn’t
and her stomach lurched as she put on her fielding mask.

“What do you throw?” Thorsson asked. The
senior seemed bored as she stood there. She might have been the
only person at the tryout who didn’t react to Maya’s pitching in
any way.

“Four seam fastball, two seam fastball,
changeup, curve, and drop,” Katelyn finally answered.

“Jesus, you’re bringing the whole toolshed,”
the catcher remarked, her voice shifting from her normal monotone
for just an instant. “That’s a lot of pitches. We can work with
that. Okay, here are the signs we’ll use for you.” Katelyn looked
over at the Axis of Softball Evil, who were having an animated
conversation with the vampire freshman. “Hey!” Thorsson bellowed,
pinching Katelyn’s chin between two huge fingers and pivoting her
head away from the coaches. “Don’t look at them. Look at me. When
you’re in a game, they don’t matter. They think they do, but
they’re wrong. It’s just me and you out there until someone makes
contact. So, worry about what I have to say.”

“Sorry, Thorsson.”

Thorsson smiled slightly. “Good, you’ll do
just fine. Just throw what I tell you to. You remember the signs I
just told you?” Katelyn nodded like a bobblehead doll. “Alright.
That goes for today and for the scrimmage later this week.”

“There’s a scrimmage as part of tryouts?”
Katelyn asked with a wince.

“Does that make a difference?”

“No, ma’am. All that matters is you and me
until someone makes contact,” Katelyn answered.

“Did you just call me ‘ma’am’?” Thorsson
asked. Katelyn winced and nodded. “I kind of like that. Start me
with the fastball and let’s see all the other pitches, too. Oh, and
don’t expect to talk to me again for the rest of the season.
Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Yeah, you’re going to do just fine,
Applewood,” Thorsson said as she stalked out of the circle and took
her place behind the plate.

Katelyn thought Thorsson was dead wrong, but
didn’t dare to say so.

 


Chapter 8: The Teacher and the Student

 


“Mr. McDonnell, please sit down.” Tim unslung
his backpack from his shoulder and gently put it on the floor of
Mr. Regis’s classroom, sliding his body down into one of the
student desks. Mr. Regis came out from around his desk, his shirt
stained with dry erase marker, but his tie meticulously knotted
around his throat—even though the last bell had rung and school was
officially over. He leaned a little on his ever-present wooden cane
with a golden handle carved into a lion’s head and made his way
slowly but deliberately. Tim scanned the classroom with its posters
of ancient and medieval monuments, the old-school pencil sharpener
attached to the wall, and the broken window which rumors indicated
had been inoperable since the beginning of time.

Mr. Regis settled into a student desk
opposite from Tim, his neatly-trimmed white beard bending into a
smile which creased his dark brown skin. He placed the cane on the
floor with care and looked at his student warmly. Tim took a deep
breath. He and Javier had agreed that in order for the theory to be
investigated, they needed an adult who believed Rajiv had been
murdered. “A responsible adult,” Javier had added, eliminating his
apocalypse-fearing mother from the equation because she was a town
joke. He had suggested Tim’s mother, but Tim quickly dismissed
that. His mother wanted no part of anything controversial or that
incurred notoriety. Tim noticed that Javier didn’t mention asking
Tim’s father, which meant he knew that he was dead. For Tim, that
proved Javier Garcia was more familiar with Tim McDonnell than he
let on. With their parents out, Javier originally suggested the
Patels because it was their son who had been murdered. But Tim
poured cold water on that. He had brought up the theory to them
already and they told him—gently but firmly—that they did not want
to discuss Rajiv’s tragic passing for even one more minute.

So that brought Tim to Mr. John Regis,
Chairman of the History Department, Dean of the Faculty, and
teacher of freshman Ancient History and sophomore Medieval History.
Javier was skeptical that they could trust a teacher. “They all
seem like they’re from another planet,” Javier had noted.

“I swear those faculty meetings are really
meetings of some secret society,” Tim had chuckled, happy that he
and Javier could agree on something.

“I’ll bet they’re all werewolves or
something,” Javier had offered.

“Maybe they’re secretly a coven of wizards
and witches who use magic to grade tests,” Tim had added.

“You’re a weird kid,” Javier had
observed.

Facts.

But weird or not, Tim had suggested that Mr.
Regis was a solid human being. Tim had done well in his Ancient
History class as a freshman and was currently crushing his
sophomore Medieval History class, plus Tim knew him through
newspaper.

“Aren’t you the only kid on the
newspaper?”

“I’m the editor-in-chief,” Tim had
bristled.

“Which is what happens when you’re the only
kid on the newspaper,” Javier had remarked.

“All the more reason for him to listen to
me,” Tim had pouted. He’d thought about insisting that there were
other kids on the school newspaper under Mr. Regis, but let it drop
because Javier agreed that Mr. Regis commanded a lot of respect in
the community. He was one of the many residents who had moved here
after the earthquake fourteen years ago and he’d made a life in
Centerton. They’d said he lost his wife and children in the
tragedy, but no one had that courage to raise those subjects with
him. Mr. Regis was brilliant, stern, and old. People respected
those things. He was an African-American man in a lily-white
suburb, who always conducted himself with dignity and grace despite
the low hum of barely-disguised racism in the background of the
town. So, if he could somehow agree that Rajiv did not commit
suicide, it would go a long way towards convincing the police, the
Patels, and everyone to take a second look.

“What do you think about an article on
Rajiv’s death, Mr. Regis?” Tim asked, trying to sound as casual as
he could.

A bushy white eyebrow raised itself slowly
and deliberately. “Mr. McDonnell, you do recall the brouhaha your
last controversial article raised?”

“Which one was that, sir?”

“The article about last year’s softball team
not quite meeting their pre-season expectations?” Mr. Regis
asked.

“They had the best catcher in the conference
and a bunch of talented girls at J.V., but Coach North never called
them up,” Tim said defensively. “I merely wondered why he never
called up a girl who was hitting .800 to play shortstop when his
starter was hitting like .220. Plus, after his pitcher blew out her
elbow, he could have called up Katelyn Applewood, but he refused.
Appropriate questions for a journalist, don’t you think?”

Mr. Regis peered through his glasses with
dark, narrowed eyes. “A journalist? You were a freshman. After that
article, Coach North was in this room, swearing like a truck
driver,” Mr. Regis said. A faint smile creased his face. “I did
like the title. That’s why I ran the story.”

“You didn’t think it was too obvious? ‘Coach
North’s Season Goes South’?”

“We have to meet our audience where they
are,” the teacher said with a grunt, as he ran his hand over his
bald head. “It was a solid article, even if I had to endure that
man’s ridiculous temper tantrum.”

“So, you think an article about Rajiv would
be as controversial as the one I wrote about the softball
team?”

“No, Mr. McDonnell,” Mr. Regis said with a
sigh. “You misunderstand me.”

“I do?”

“Yes, I think an article in a high school
newspaper alleging without evidence that a young man was murdered
would be infinitely more controversial than an article about the
incompetence of Coach North,” Mr. Regis explained.

“You won’t run it?”

“There is no ‘it.’ I haven’t seen an article
from my editor-in-chief,” Mr. Regis declared. “I am the publisher
of our publication, so I will make the choice about what to run.
But you are speaking as if you’ve written an article. Have
you?”

“So, I should write it? I’m confused,” Tim
admitted.

“Wise fools…” the teacher muttered.

“Sophomore, from the ancient Greek,” Tim
perked up.

“You do listen in class, I will give you
that,” Mr. Regis conceded as he took off his glasses and rubbed his
eyes. “Why do you think the authorities are mistaken about Rajiv’s
death?”

Tim went through his whole case: that Rajiv
hadn’t shown any sign of being depressed, that the story about his
sexual orientation being rejected by his family was ill-informed,
that the suddenness of his exit from the game was suspicious. Mr.
Regis sat there stone-faced.

“A major source is Javier Garcia?” he asked,
although Tim wasn’t altogether sure if Mr. Regis was asking of
simply stating that fact.

“Javier was the last person I know who
interacted with Rajiv.”

“On a video game through headphones?” Mr.
Regis asked, arching that bushy white eyebrow again. Tim nodded.
“And what do think the chances are that Mr. Garcia was under the
influence of some foreign substance?”

“I think Javier was clear-headed enough to
remember that Rajiv left the game abruptly,” Tim answered. “And I
don’t think that fits with a suicide.”

“Perhaps not,” the teacher allowed. “But it
is still a very large leap from there to someone sneaking into his
house and strangling him, isn’t it?”

“A large leap, yes, sir. But I just know
Rajiv didn’t do what they say he did,” Tim insisted. “He was my
friend.”

“You will find that friends are not always
who we suspect them to be,” Mr. Regis instructed him. “Indeed no
one is who we think they are. That is an important lesson.” Tim
nodded absently; his face downcast. “Nevertheless, you raise some
interesting points. I will concede that things appear a bit
unusual. Here is what I will tell you: write a retrospective of
Rajiv’s life for the school paper. For now, you will operate under
the assumption that the authorities know what they are doing.
However, if you find more evidence about your theory—your highly
unlikely theory—then, bring it to me and we will go to Ms. DeGaulle
together and sort out whether to bring in the police. Is that
fair?”

“More than fair, sir. Thank you.”

“I know he was your friend, Mr. McDonnell,”
Mr. Regis said, his voice softening into a buttery tone Tim had
never heard from the teacher before. “I know it is hard to imagine
that teachers have friends, but we do. And I have lost many
friends, sometimes for reasons which do not make sense. So please
know that I understand why this is important to you. Just also know
that it is hard to remain objective as a journalist when you have a
personal stake in your story.”

Tim stood up and thrust out his hand. Mr.
Regis stared at it for a moment and then shook it. “I won’t let you
down, Mr. Regis.”

“I do not expect that you will,” the teacher
responded, long after Tim had exited the classroom.

 


Chapter 9: Vampire-Girls and Tater Tots

 


“What a freak show,” Amy said as she bit into
her sandwich the next day at lunch. The short-haired brunette had
spent the first part of lunch trashing Maya the freshman phenom and
Katelyn knew she was trying to help.

“She was lights-out,” Katelyn muttered,
pushing around the tater tots which qualified as vegetables in her
school lunch. “I have no chance.”

“You don’t think he’ll carry two pitchers?”
Amy asked.

“See, you’ve already given Maya a spot!”
Katelyn exclaimed.

“I wouldn’t give her anything—except maybe
garlic,” Amy snickered. “Wait until it’s June and the sun makes her
disintegrate.”

“She does look like a vampire,” Katelyn
agreed, a smile melting her fury. “But that means she probably has
magical powers. What do I have?”

“The best drop ball I’ve seen,” Jena piped
up. It was the first time she’d looked up from her salad to join
the conversation.

“Were you impressed with Maya?” Amy
demanded.

“She threw hard,” Jena shrugged. “But I
didn’t see any offspeed pitch. The best varsity hitters will time
her fastball by their second at bat. A pitcher like you actually
would give me more trouble, K. I never know what’s coming when you
pitch.”

“You can still hit me, Jena,” Katelyn said,
rolling her eyes.

“Of course, I can still hit you,” Jena
replied with a smirk. “I can hit her, too. The question is will the
girls from Eastboro hit her when we play in the scrimmage?”

“I have never heard of a scrimmage during
tryouts,” Katelyn noted.

“It’s weird,” Amy agreed.

“The Axis of Softball Evil set it up, so I am
sure it’s a bad idea,” Jena said. “Don’t worry about it, K. Worry
about your English grade. I am sure you’ll make varsity.”

“North has to carry two pitchers, even if
he’s in love with the e-girl,” Amy explained. “Remember last year
when his only pitcher blew out her arm and his season
evaporated?”

“He doesn’t have to carry me,” Katelyn
countered. “He would be just as happy to put one of those other
girls on the roster.”

“They suck,” Jena observed as she speared a
cucumber with her fork.

“Exactly my point,” Katelyn insisted. “Coach
North will bury one of those girls in the dugout because he just
wants to pitch Maya until her arm falls off.”

“Her arm will be fine as long as I keep her
Gatorade bottle filled with human blood,” Amy said devilishly.

“Exactly the kind of normal conversation I
was seeking,” Alan Boyce interrupted as he set down his lunch next
to Jena, exchanging a brief kiss with her that had Amy rolling her
eyes.

“Is this even your lunch period, Alan?” Amy
noted tartly.

“New haircut, Amy?” Alan shot back. “Looks
like mine. We must have the same barber.”

“Hilarious,” Amy observed.

“I just knew you ladies would be talking
about tryouts,” Alan said, helping himself to one of Katelyn’s
abandoned tater tots. He turned to his girlfriend. “There’s no
chance North keeps you off varsity this year, babe.”

“Call me ‘babe’ again and I’ll break the
fingers on your throwing hand and you’ll be keeping the book for
the baseball team,” Jena said with a smile.

“Amy can teach me how to keep the book if it
comes to that, right Amy?” Alan smiled insincerely.

“If you’re a varsity baseball player, you
should know how to keep a scorebook,” Katelyn said, defending her
friend.

“I’ll take tips from Amy on keeping the book
if she takes tips on hair from you, Katelyn,” Alan snickered.

Katelyn and Amy stared at him with dagger
eyes.

“What’s your point, Alan?” Amy asked.

“I just think you’d be cuter with longer
hair,” Alan said, throwing up his hands.

“She’s plenty cute no matter how she cuts her
hair,” Jena said, her tone indicating the topic was no longer on
the table. “We don’t really need your toxic masculinity while we
finish our lunch, Alan.”

“You love my masculinity,” he said with a
boyish smile.

“Always a pleasure, Alan,” Amy said
sarcastically as she got up. “I have to get to class.”

“Do you have to be a jerk to her?” Jena asked
after Amy had gathered up her books and left the cafeteria.

“I just have opinions about her hair. Is that
a crime?”

“Alan, you








cover.jpg
The Sun and
the Moon

Chuck oAbdella





