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For Karla, who was there at the start.


For Charles, who was there at the end.


And for Art, who will always be there for me.





  A white petal ruffled in the breeze, then tore free from the wilting carnation on the student’s grave and tumbled away. At first flowers appeared daily, loose handfuls, and even real bouquets. Then summer began, and visitors came to the church cemetery near the school campus less often. By the fall semester, old students had forgotten him, and new students wondered who he’d been. They had their own art to create, after all. He might have been special—but he was dead.



  One student still came, however, not often, but occasionally. He sat on the grass and looked at the mounded earth, and sometimes spoke softly. One mild dawn, he dug into the sod beside the plain gravestone and buried, as far down as he could reach, a circular metallic disc wrapped in a few folded sheets of paper. Later, rain filled the loosely packed hole with mud and silt, and erased the faint hollow.



  The dead student’s name became a school story, part legend and part warning. The boy he had been, however, and the man he might have grown to be, were both forgotten. . . . Except by his murderer.






  Part One


FALL




1

The mirror acts like a frame. But I would never paint on a shiny, reflective surface like that. Canvas draws the paint into it, draws the eye into it, draws the mind into its world. Mirrored glass shows too much, and too little. I came here to get away from games played with mirrors.

I always knew there had to be someone else who saw the games for what they were, someone else who hated them as much as I do. That’s why I came to Whitman High School for the Arts—to meet this person. Only now I’m not so sure. Why should he care about meeting me?

“Well, Charles, are you coming or not?” Adrian demands. His voice fills our dorm room, easy and amused, blue-green tones flecked with golden highlights. “This was your idea, remember.”

I remember. In the mirror I see sweaty fingers wiping themselves on a T-shirt as if they were paint-smeared, then fumbling to smooth the stretched-out cotton. Above the fingers I see frowning eyes that might be mistaken for angry instead of nervous.


“Having second thoughts?” asks Adrian.

I grab a rust-colored flannel shirt and shrug into it, letting it hang open over the T-shirt. Glancing in the mirror one last time, I meet my new roommate’s hazel eyes. Sleek in black jeans and an open-necked gray shirt, a plaid so fine it looks like graph paper, Adrian smiles at me, an ironic smile that masks a brain like a shrink’s. No one’s been so on-target reading my mind since my mother when I was a little kid, and I don’t like it.

He cocks his head and raises one eyebrow suggestively over long lashes. If I were to sketch Adrian, I think I’d show him charming his prey. He’d have them trapped, spellbound: a siren wooing Odysseus. It’s been two days since I met him, and I already know he can charm anyone, girl or guy. Turns out the guys are the only ones he’s interested in.

I can’t believe he’s my roommate—you’d think they’d put something like that on the dorm questionnaire. I’m not sure how I feel about it, actually. I know how I should feel, but I don’t. What does that say about me? Maybe . . . just that I don’t care. I didn’t come here to meet Adrian. He doesn’t matter—he’s only a stranger in the other half of the room. He pretends he’s interested, but he doesn’t know me, for all that shrink’s brain of his. He sees only what the school calls me: artist, the way it calls him composer. He’s already heard that no one knows what I paint. He probably thinks I’m either the next thing to hit the Museum of Modern Art or the next overrated boy wonder to hit the trash can. But what would he think if he saw my work? Maybe he’d shut off those signals, at least.


“So let’s go,” I tell him, sliding my sketch pad into a small backpack and slinging it over my shoulder. I keep my voice light, like I don’t care one way or the other about the evening. He doesn’t look like he buys it, though. If he’s a composer, he probably has a fine-tuned ear. Well, he can hear what he likes. It doesn’t make any difference to me.

We walk through the muggy Houston evening, hearing the screech of shadowy birds clustered in the trees above. I breathe through my mouth to avoid the pungent reek of their droppings. A migratory stop—what does that say about Whitman, as a cowbird dumping ground? We keep our pace steady and stay silent, not wanting to alarm the birds.

I could have gone to this meeting alone. But Orientation Week parties are set up by department. I went to the one for visual arts last night and saw hardly any new students from other subject areas. Adrian’s music bash is tomorrow. Neither of us has an excuse for crashing the writers’ party tonight No one was checking lists last night, but I thought I’d stand out less if there were two of us from different departments. Maybe they wouldn’t realize it was just me who wanted in.

Clear of the birds, Adrian leans his head back so the warm breeze ruffles his longish russet hair, this come-take-me look on his face. I glance away. Then he whistles Borodin.

I hear the lyric in my head—“Take my hand, I’m a stranger in paradise”—and have to grin. This place is paradise, for all of us. No more high school math and science nerds, no more worries about SATs, no more 
jocks, no more gangs, no more parents hanging over us, thinking they know better because they’ve already grown up. We have to take some regular classes, sure, but it’s clear they take a backseat to our real work. Studios, practice halls, performance auditoriums—they take up more campus space than classrooms. If there’s a place I might actually fit in, it could be Whitman.

Adrian glances at me and breaks off his whistling to grin back, and for a moment it’s like having a friend. Then I look away.

The student center swims hazily into focus through the twilight, and I wipe my forehead, wishing I hadn’t pulled on the flannel shirt.

“One word of advice, dear,” Adrian murmurs. “Never let them see you sweat.”

“Then I’ll have to either get out of Houston or start lugging around my own air conditioner,” I retort, though it’s not just the outdoor temperature that’s making me sweat.

Adrian wrinkles his nose. “Well, that would surely make you sweat.”

Now we’re past the cobblestone front walk and at the massive bronze doors bordered with reliefs of the muses. Corny, but also neat to see the arts taken seriously, like coming home—or more, almost like belonging. That would have been reason enough to come to Whitman, even without wanting to meet him. Or maybe they’re not such different reasons.

Adrian pulls the door open grandly, and bows me into the air-conditioned front hallway reeking of lemon-scented polish. Sometimes I think he should be in the 
theater department. Maybe we both should. As I walk past, Adrian declaims, “Show time!” and I wince inside. How can he read me so well?

In the jumble of bodies in the main room, I can already spot the new kids—too keyed up, wary, wanting to make the right impression but not yet sure whom to impress. No—that’s how they felt last night, at the visual arts get-together. And that’s how they’ll feel tomorrow at Adrian’s music party. But tonight everyone knows whom they want to impress: Graeme Brandt.

In its own way, Whitman’s reputation is just as hot as the New York High School for the Performing Arts. It’s broader based, with more artistic disciplines, and it’s pricier, with a gorgeous campus and private work areas for every student. Photos of the wide lawns and marble-faced concert halls and galleries are splashed across the brochures to make parents open their wallets, though there are some scholarships—enough to get me in, even as a junior transfer. But no matter how much money your parents have, it won’t buy you an audition pass. I had to show my paintings to get in. Some of them, anyway. I showed four of them to audition, even though I don’t let anyone see my paintings anymore. I even mortgaged myself to my parents, promising I’d study some practical subjects and make good enough grades to get into college. All because I wanted to meet Graeme Brandt.

Other schools for the arts have graduates who go on to make it big on Broadway or on the charts or in the concert halls, or even students who manage to place a story in Harper’s or get their portfolio on file with a 
publisher before they graduate. But Whitman High School has Graeme Brandt. As a freshman, he wrote a young adult novel that sold and was nominated for awards in eight states its first year—Whitman had itself a real celebrity. I bought The Eye of the Storm through the school book club when it was first published, and I knew I had to find a way to transfer here for my last two years of high school. To find a place to belong . . .

“Charles?”

The girl’s voice jars me. I didn’t expect anyone to know me tonight. Careful not to show any reaction, I turn to face Rachel Holland, editor of Whitman’s student journal, Ventures. It’s a blend of literary journal and art magazine—maybe even Whitman alumni and families couldn’t support two separate magazines.

“Did you think any more about what I suggested last night?” she asks.

No, I want to say. I could care less. Now get lost. But I can’t say that to her clear brown eyes, coolly studying me, half serious, half smiling. I can’t help smiling back, even though I don’t want to. I see a new kid glance at her nervously; then his eyes slide away, and my own smile fades. In the middle of all the showing off and role playing, Rachel seems to be the only one who acts like she doesn’t care about the masks, like she’s a grown-up among kids. No—maybe it’s that the rest of them are trying too hard to act grown up. It’s as if she doesn’t care how old she is—she just is. Seeing her among the other students throws me off balance, like a Dali painting with melting clock faces. My feet seem rooted in separate, drifting worlds, and I have trouble focusing on 
either the crowd or the girl. How would I sketch her? Cool water, a still pool surrounded by wind-whipped flames, maybe. Or is that only what I’d like to see?

“Sure,” I tell her. “I’ve thought about it.” I toyed with the idea. She wants me to do sketches for Ventures. Actually, she wanted to know if she could print one of my paintings, but no one except the committee at auditions is going to see them. They’re not the only artwork I do, though. When I told Rachel no, she didn’t act surprised. She just suggested the sketches.

“When can you start?” she asks. She stands there as if she could wait for my answer forever, poised in a tailored leather vest over a soft crepe shirt—a contrast in textures that I’d like to paint.

I shrug and hook my thumb through the backpack’s strap resting over my shoulder. “Maybe I’ll see someone to draw tonight,” I tell her. “Then you can decide if you really want my sketches.”

“I do,” she tells me in that odd, calm voice that sounds as though no one else is in the room with us. Can’t she feel all of them hovering, hanging on the conversation so they can pass it along to anyone who’s not within earshot? Wise up, I want to tell her. We’re all on display here—you, too. Even though she’s only a junior like me, she’s been here for two years already. She should know. Maybe she does, and this cool facade is her mask. Whitman’s really no different from any other school—everybody’s just doing what they know they’re supposed to do, being what they know they’re supposed to be. Everybody except me. And Graeme Brandt.

At a swell in the voices behind me, I turn. Everyone 
in the room turns, except Rachel—she’s already facing in the right direction. A girl at a table in front of me pushes her glasses up and sighs, whispering to a friend, “It’s him.”

It has to be Brandt. But which one? I see a cluster of guys at the entrance. One is husky, with dark blond hair that falls over his eyes. He’s laughing at something, but he doesn’t look amused. He looks hungry, like a shark circling its victim. Could that be Brandt? Or is it the tall one? Slender, curly black hair, delicate hands, an incredibly beautiful face nobody’d believe on a canvas. He’s telling a story, his hands moving gracefully as if he knows every eye is on him. That has to be Brandt.

He’s magnetic, the kind of guy who gets voted class president and prom king and anything else he wants, just because he grabs your attention the first time you see him, and then makes you turn and look again, more closely. And when you talk to him, you feel like you’ve made a friend.

I half grin to myself. Kids turn to look at me twice, all right, but I can’t pretend it’s for the same reason. They look at me like I crawled out from under some grubby rock. It’s not just because I’m short and my face is hard and bony, or because I see too much. It’s probably because as soon as they see my sketches they know I’m nobody’s friend. So what’s the deal with Rachel and Adrian trying to get close to me so fast? Well, with Adrian I can guess, though I can’t see why.

“Don’t look so envious,” Rachel says softly, and I hold myself motionless to keep from blinking.

“I was thinking about drawing him,” I lie.


“Good,” she said. “Why don’t you sketch him for me? We could pair the drawing with an article on successful seniors.” Her expression is perfectly calm, but I don’t think she believes me.

So what? I didn’t come to Whitman to meet Rachel Holland. “I’ll think about it,” I tell her. “But I’d have to get a better feel for him.” You can’t draw what you can’t understand.

I circle around the tables scattered through the room, edging closer to Graeme Brandt, and can’t believe Rachel’s nerve. She’s following me, as if we’re together. Just as I’m about to tell her to get lost, she says softly, “How did you plan to meet him, just walk up and announce yourself at his grand welcome back?” She doesn’t say it, but I get the message: like he’d know, or care, who Charles Weston is.

“Thanks,” I say, and she smiles briefly. Well, that’s fair. I could use an introduction. That doesn’t mean I like her.

“Well, if it isn’t play ’em Graeme,” she says, raising her voice but keeping it cool. I feel the heat rising in my face—the last thing I wanted was to meet the guy by insulting him. I wish I could splash turpentine over the scene and smear it out of existence. Rachel adds, “I’m looking forward to working with you again this year.”

Instead of bridling, he turns to smile at her. “Rachel! A good summer for you? Lots of revising other people’s writing?”

She returns the smile. “Summer vacations are for fun. I spent the time on some writing of my own.”


“A new venture,” he quips, and the blond guy laughs again. “Good for you.”

“I’d like you to meet a new student—Charles Weston. He’ll be doing artwork for the journal. Charles—Graeme Brandt.”

Too late to get out of it now. But he doesn’t seem insulted by her tone. Then our eyes meet properly. His are slivers of blue ice that freeze me like a specimen before him. I can’t remember being on this side of a look like that ever in my life. I slap an idiotic grin on my face and drop my head in a mock bow to duck out from the gaze. “Yeah, I’ve read your book.” Stupid, stupid . . . “I guess everyone tells you that.”

He laughs and nods. “Sure. But most of them haven’t.”

“Well, I have.” This isn’t going the way I expected. But what had I thought would happen? “What are you writing next?”

Graeme Brandt shrugs, gracefully. The guy could be a dancer. “I don’t know yet Have you got any ideas?”

The blond guy laughs hugely, and again I think of a shark. He says, “You’ll take ideas from anyone, huh, Gray?”

Brandt doesn’t bristle at the nickname any more than he bristled at Rachel’s rhyme, just laughs along with the guy. “Anyone at all—even you, Karl. How do you think I write books and write for Rachel and turn in all my assignments on time?”

They all laugh this time, Rachel along with them. But I don’t like the joke. It seems . . . cheap. Most books are junk, but his novel was something different, some
thing that rang true for me, a warning about the games. This isn’t the way I imagined him at all.

Before I can think of a way to get him to open up about his writing, an older man calls his name, and Brandt turns, his face lighting up. The man must be a teacher, perhaps Brandt’s mentor? We all have one, an adult who’s supposed to guide us. Goody, goody. I can’t wait to meet mine.

Now Brandt is respectful and attentive, and even the laughing shark hangs back. I glance at Rachel. “Thanks for the intro, but don’t count on a sketch anytime soon.”

She watches Brandt a minute. “He’s hard to see, isn’t he?”

How would she know? Play ’em Graeme . . . And what does she care, anyway? I shrug. “You’ve just got to find the right way inside, with any subject. It’s like cracking a maze, just a matter of turning around until you find your way through it.”

“Good luck,” she says. But there’s a strangely pleased expression behind her eyes that I can’t quite name. Talk about mazes to crack. . . . 

I spot Adrian standing beside sweeping bay windows, chatting to a small group, and wave in Rachel’s direction as I head over to join him. This time she lets me leave.

“Charles!” Adrian beams at me and gestures to the others. “This is Wil; he writes verse. Maybe he’ll do a lyric I can play with.”

“Maybe you’ll do some music I can write lyrics for,” Wil responds good-naturedly.

“This is my new roommate, Charles,” Adrian tells 
them. “He paints. And this is Tyler, he writes reviews for Ventures. Aren’t you going to sketch for them, Charles?”

Tyler snorts through a pronounced hawklike nose, and Adrian looks faintly alarmed. He goes on to name the others, but I study the reviewer. “What kind of reviews?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Any sort. I review the drama performances. I even write a music review from time to time,” he says, his tone unmistakably a warning for Adrian. “I reviewed Graeme Brandt’s book.” He levels a killing glance across the room.

“I’m sorry I missed that,” I tell him. “What did you think of it?”

“Trash,” he says shortly. “Popular trash—for kids, for God’s sake! He can’t even write for real people, and everybody’s sucking up to him.”

“Have you ever had any of your own writing reviewed?” I ask.

Wil chuckles. “Rumor has it that Tyler’s working on a play, but we never get to read anything he writes except reviews. Who reviews a reviewer? Other than the teachers, that is.”

Tyler rounds on him. “I reviewed that poem you published in the newspaper, I believe.”

Wil shuts up, and I’ve heard enough. I rub my head absently and look for a place to sit. Rachel wanted a sketch, and I know who to draw. Now I want somewhere to perch—a place where I can keep my back against the wall. There’s an empty table midway down the room. The wall behind it is mirrored, to make the 
room look bigger, but as long as my back’s to it I don’t have to see myself. That should work fine.

I give Adrian a half smile and head for the table. Show time. Setting the chair against the party’s reflection, I pull out my sketch pad. A couple of kids look at me with interest. I reach into the outer pocket of my backpack and take out a Waterman roller ball—even a caricature deserves a smooth line.

I uncap the pen and stretch it out like an extension of my left hand while I open the sketch pad with my right. I roll the pen through my fingers deftly, making sure the other kids can see I’m left-handed. It’s supposedly no big deal, but I like to make sure people notice. My mother tried to make me color with my right hand when I was little. She said that in her day the teachers tied your left hand to your body so you had to use your right hand. That made me really eager to start school, all right. . . . Not that these well-trained creative people would be so crass. But as I grew up, I kind of liked seeing if I could make people notice my left-handedness—it’s better than having them dislike me for myself. I hear my mother’s litany. Don’t embarrass us, Charlie. We want to be proud of you—just act like everybody else when you’re with them—use your right hand if they’re looking—and you don’t have to let them see your pictures, anyway—they make people feel uncomfortable—wait until you grow up, and then you can draw what you like. Yeah, wait until I’ve given you the bragging rights to a son with a college degree so you can be proud of what I’m not, instead of what I am. Really good advice, Mother.


I feel a cool pair of eyes on me, and know that Rachel is watching. Well, isn’t this what she wanted? And I’m keeping the real thing—my painting—safe. I resist the temptation to look up to see if Graeme Brandt is watching also. I close out the world and draw. I draw Tyler, exaggerating the hawk nose and sketching a frown under it that distorts his lean face into a mask of disapproval. Those who can’t do, review . . . I pose him with a sleek fountain pen in his hand, dueling fiercely. His opponent is a mirror, reflecting the image of the critic, hacking himself to bits when he thinks he’s shredding others.

As I pen the final strokes, I drift back into the room from the world of my sketch pad and hear a barely smothered snort of laughter. I sign the drawing with a quick, backward-slanted flourish and look around for Rachel Holland. I catch Tyler’s furious eye and smile, daring him to take it out on a review of my work—which he’ll never see—then pass over him.

Rachel comes to the table, and I tear off the sketch and hand it to her. “I said you might not really want my sketches,” I say, no trace of apology.

She studies it, too long. “Well, I do,” she says absently, and I have the feeling that she sees more than Tyler in the lines on the page. “This is a good start. Once classes begin, come by the office and we’ll discuss the seniors feature.”

Then she leaves, and I remember that the Ventures offices are in the student center, two floors up. She’s taking the sketch upstairs before I can change my mind about letting her print it. Why would I take it back, though? It’s a true drawing.


“Your sketches are good.”

I look up. It’s Graeme Brandt. Some of the other kids are watching him, but he’s not the center of a mob of admiring fans anymore.

“Thanks.”

“How do you see something like that in a guy?”

The way Graeme writes, the things he sees in people himself—he shouldn’t have to ask. I shrug uncomfortably.

“I really don’t know how to follow The Eye of the Storm,” he tells me. “It can be hard to write a second book.”

I catch an amused glint in his blue eyes. What’s funny about that? It shouldn’t be hard. I can see the next painting before I finish the one I’m working on. But I nod—I mean, he’s trying to be friendly. That’s what I wanted, isn’t it? But now it doesn’t seem to fit. It’s like there’s a wall he’s built between himself and the rest of the world. I know all about walls. But when you can publish what he’s written—not just see the truth, but show how you can get lost in the game—when you can write it and get it published, and risk other people reading it and seeing inside you—knowing you—then why build a wall? What’s left to protect? And why project this Mr. Popularity image past the wall?

I just don’t get it I stand up and slide my sketch pad inside the backpack, wishing he’d go away. A moment later, he does.

But I feel let down. Who is Graeme Brandt, if he’s not the writer I imagined? Is he just the performer I saw tonight? And what will I do if he is?
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Adrian wants to stay talking to Wil, and they’re eager to welcome me into the group with congratulations on my sketch, but I’ve had enough. I can find my own way back to the dorm. I escape into the muggy night, my sketch pad safely zipped inside my pack. I tell myself I shouldn’t be surprised at Graeme Brandt—I should know better by now.

In the front hall of my parents’ home stands a glass case filled with Comedia del Arte marionettes. As a little kid, even before I started preschool, I was fascinated by them—they seemed to move around inside their cage, rearranging themselves any way they wanted. At Christmas they seemed to turn handsprings and pirouette in delight at their tiny, foil-wrapped presents. When Mother had a party, I thought the costumed figures pulled their own strings and changed places so they could greet the guests.

One Friday afternoon when I came home from kindergarten, I was stunned to see Mother home early, 
kneeling in front of the open case and carefully posing the marionettes in sweeping bows and graceful curtsies for a party that weekend. They were not, after all, miniature people with wills of their own, moving in answer to private desires and unspoken longings. Like all the rest of us, they performed as Mother directed.

Or as someone directs. It starts out—Mother says . . . go to bed. Mother says . . . clean your room. Mother says . . . be a good boy—make me proud—just be yourself. Then the rest of them. Father says . . . don’t cry, don’t embarrass me in public. Teacher says . . . don’t draw with your left hand, you have to learn to use your right. Until we’re all doing it. Simon says . . . touch your toes. Simon says . . . stand on your head and give them all a good show.

I hated playing Simon Says as a kid. I told my kindergarten teacher I didn’t want to do what Simon said. I didn’t want to be like Simon. I wanted to do what I wanted, not what Simon wanted. Mrs. Gutierrez told me I could pick which I wanted: playing Simon Says with the class or standing in the corner. No contest—I got real friendly with that corner. By first grade I could draw every crack in the chalky yellow paint.

I like laughing about it now. Laughing drowns out the truth: that there was—is?—something wrong with me, something more than just my being left-handed, and everybody could see it—the other kids, Mrs. Gutierrez, even my parents. Something I didn’t know how to change, or how to hide. I was a slow learner. It took me until the end of middle school to figure out 
that life is just one big game of Simon Says, and nobody cares whether I want to do what Simon says or not. Nobody even wants to admit they’re playing.

Except Graeme Brandt.

I couldn’t believe it when I read The Eye of the Storm. He’d written about the way everyone plays games, but he wrote about a kid who understood the game, who mastered it, who never pretended to himself that he wanted anything except to win it He acted the parts everyone wrote for him. He was the consummate Simon Says player—he knew what Simon wanted before Simon even said anything, and he was the first one doing it He was the only one still in the circle at the end, every time. But he never played Simon’s part himself.

There was a tension in the book—a sense that life was packed full of decisions that had to be made, that from moment to moment our every action was only a reaction feeding the expectations that control us in the end. The kid knew he was building his own prison, action by reaction, but what did he care? He was winning. Maybe—and I wasn’t sure about this—he didn’t believe that people were individuals; maybe he thought they were just carbon copies that made a community, the way all the houses in a subdivision have the same floor plan even if they’re disguised with different-colored aluminum sidings.

I read The Eye of the Storm as a warning story, like the old Aesop’s fables—only the other kids never got it Everybody was reading the book at my old school, but they never saw that. How could they miss it? I was so sure Graeme Brandt was showing everybody how terrible the game could be, so they’d realize and stop playing it. But after seeing him, it’s as if he’s just playing the game, too. If he is, then how could he write about it so honestly?

Nobody talks about the game—maybe they can’t even admit to themselves that it exists. Only outsiders like me, who won’t play, seem to see it. That’s why I was so sure Graeme had to be like me, only better, because he could use his art to expose the game, to warn people about it and not be destroyed by them. Maybe that’s still true. It was only a party, after all. I was just expecting (wanting) him to be different.

I pause at the tree line and listen to the rustling leaves and birds perched above, a low murmur punctuated by sudden raucous cries that are answered by creaks and shifts in the tree branches and new rustlings. Then I stretch my stride and make my footfalls soft, catlike, on the pavement. I barely breathe. The thought of alarming hundreds of cowbirds is powerful inspiration to stay silent. How would I sketch the scene? A huddled figure, straining for the open green lawn ahead, only to step on a dry, weathered twig that cracks ominously. The figure darts a panic-stricken look above to see a cloud of feathered wings rise from the shuddering treetops.

That’s what I’d draw for Ventures—the reality, but not the possibility that I’d paint for myself.

I reach the dorm safely and hide out in our room. It still looks . . . I don’t know, undefined—a scattering of Adrian’s clothes and music notebooks in closets and on shelves along one side of the room, and a CD player and 
headphones on his desk, CDs stacked in the shelves intended for textbooks. He’s already at home.

The policy at Whitman is for new students to room with somebody who’s already been here at least a year. For freshmen, that means rooming with a sophomore. For junior transfers like me, it’s usually someone in the same grade. They say it’s to keep us from getting too homesick, to help us fit into boarding-school life. It’s probably to keep us from bugging our mentor with too many questions on how things are supposed to run—the roommate knows the rules. Adrian says . . . go to class. Adrian says . . . show time.

There’s nothing on my side of the room except clothes in the closet and a few empty sketch pads and blank notebooks for classes on my desk, along with a large hasp lock and a scattering of roller ball refills for my pen, a computer I didn’t want, and a file folder with a copy of my application to Whitman. I pick that up and open it. They wanted a biographical sketch to round out their form. A sketch . . .

I drew them a sketch, of course: a self-portrait from the back, me standing before an easel. They couldn’t see my face because it’s turned away from them, and they couldn’t see my painting because the canvas remained white. I hadn’t yet begun. All you could see were the possibilities.

My parents said that wasn’t enough. If I seriously wanted to get into this school, they said I had to write a biographical sketch, because that was what the instructions obviously meant. Obvious to whom? But I did want to get in, so I wrote it:

 


I was born with a crayon in one hand and a stick of colored chalk in the other. At least, from the way my mother complains of the mess I made drawing before I started school, I must have been. By the time I began preschool I was working in chalks, as they were easiest to clean up. I moved on to poster paints in preschool and was soon experimenting with different tools: the finger versus the brush.



 

I painted packs of wolves chasing indistinct figures in preschool and kindergarten. The grown-ups said the pictures were very nice, but clearly they didn’t like the savage quality of the wolves. The other kids thought the wolves were cool, but they didn’t like the fact that my drawings of wolves actually looked like wolves instead of like black stick figures with big teeth—or maybe they didn’t like the fact that I couldn’t help laughing at their awkward stick figures. Take your pick. So what if they were better at kicking a ball or playing catch than I was? That didn’t stop them from laughing at me when the teacher forced me to play their games at recess—or from resenting that I was better with paint. It didn’t stop them from calling me names, although the teachers finally stopped them from calling me colored boy (I did seem to end up with almost as much paint on me as on the paper).

The kids understood instinctively that the wolf pack was the whole bunch of them, mediocrity incarnate, chasing the one who was different. None of us had the words for it then, of course, but I had the imagery, and the talent, to show it. What I wanted was someone to 
see my paintings and nod and say, “That’s how it is, all right.” But no one did, not even the teachers or parents. Maybe they were scared of admitting they were part of the wolf pack, even to themselves. Maybe they wished they could be different, special—the one who escaped the wolves. But they couldn’t be, or they just wouldn’t try.

 


I began sketching people in first grade.



 

Miss Bush, my first-grade teacher, took away my sketch pad and told me to concentrate on reading and addition
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