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For Christina Egloff, who was the architect of great portions of this book,
 and is the smartest, kindest, most dedicated person I’ve ever known



This sucks. We’re moving. The truck just left with all our stuff and my mom and dad are waiting for me in the car. We’re about to leave. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe we’re moving away from the only place I’ve lived in my whole life.

I lean into the car and say, “Wait, I think I forgot something.”

I go back into the house one last time. It’s so weird to be in here with everything empty. The couch used to be right there. There’s an impression in the carpet where it used to be—the ghost of a couch.

I walk down the hall to my room. There’s nothing left. The posters are off the walls—all that’s left are a few pieces of tape and the hole from when I tried to do a flip and put my foot right through the drywall.

My brother’s room is right across the hall. The door is closed and I don’t want to open it. When we were little we used to barricade ourselves into his room with those cardboard bricks and then bust through like we were the Incredible Hulk. I know it’s empty, but I just can’t stand to open the door and look in. I don’t want to see it empty. I want to remember it full.

There is a sign on his door that he made in Shop class. The word Maybe carved into the wood. It’s stuck on the door with some heavy-duty adhesive. Mom told me to leave it because she didn’t want to ruin the door. Fuck that. I tear it off, and some of the paint with it. I just want to have something.

I run out the front door and slam it behind me one last time. My parents are still waiting in the car. They’re sitting in the front seats being totally quiet. My dad is driving, my mom is crying, and I’m sitting in the back by myself.



ONE

Mom drives me to my new high school. Classes start in three days, and I’m supposed to meet my new guidance counselor and choose my schedule. Jesus, why do I have to do this? Why can’t someone else do this for me?

I’m sure my guidance counselor is going to be some old guy in a terrible suit and a tie that’s about six inches too short and just lies on his belly. He’s going to have this terrible breath and probably be mixing whiskey in with his coffee.

Mom drops me off out front and says she’s going to do some errands. “I’ll pick you up in an hour.” An hour? Why do I need a whole hour?

I walk through the front doors and stand in the lobby.

The school is totally empty. When a place that is usually full of people is totally empty, it’s really weird. The floors are all waxed and shiny, and it smells like heavy-duty toxic lemon cleaner.

The only place that even has lights on is the main office right in front of me.

The lady behind the desk is old but has jet-black hair and one eye that is looking at the door I just came through. The other eye is looking at me.

She says, “Hello, son. Can I help you?” Her voice is unbelievably high—like a fire-engine siren.

I say, “I’m here to meet my guidance counselor.”

The lady is wearing a muumuu—like the thing that people from Hawaii wear, except I don’t think she is from Hawaii. She asks my last name and I tell her, and she searches for a while in this really ancient computer and then looks up at me and at the door and smiles.

She says, “You’re with Mr. Scott.”

“Okay, how do I find him?”

“Follow the drumming.”

I walk out of the office and stand in the hall for a second. Was she saying that Mr. Scott was like the band director or something? There isn’t any drumming that I can hear.

Wait, now I hear the drumming. It just started. It’s not, like, crappy jazz drumming or marching-band drumming, it’s straight up rock-and-roll drumming. Real kick-ass—bass-snare-ba-bass-bass-snare—drumming.

I walk down the hall toward the sound. I get so close I feel the bass drum in my chest.

I pull open the doors to the auditorium and stand in the back and watch the guy play. He has his drum kit set up in the orchestra pit, and he’s just going crazy on the drums.

He has long hair and he’s wearing some sort of cutoff shirt, and his arms are a total blur.

I move closer to get a better look at how fast his arms are moving from drum to drum, and then he sees me and stops. “Hey,” he says. “Sorry, I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

I say, “You didn’t have to stop.” I mean, he’s a pretty damn good drummer.

“No. No. I’m almost done.” He’s out of breath. “Do you need me for something?”

“Well, I don’t know. I guess you’re supposed to be my guidance counselor.”

“Whoa. Okay. Cool. Let’s do it.”

He takes me back to his office and fills out a bunch of forms for me. He signs me up for all my required classes: Latin II, Chemistry, English, Algebra II, and U.S. History. I sign up for an elective called Visual Language, because it sounds cool and I like movies.

He says, “Okay, Brian, you’ve got one elective left. Third period. And the only classes that are open are Shop and Chorus.” He looks at me like the choice is pretty obvious. Take Shop and get your fingers cut off, or take Chorus and learn something about music.

My brother took Shop, so I sign up for Chorus.



TWO

First day of school. I grab my book bag and go out the garage door and across the street to where they tell me the bus stop is.

I don’t know if I have the right book bag. It’s black and it only goes over one shoulder, like a bicycle-messenger bag. These are supposed to be what everyone uses these days—that’s what the lady at the store said anyway. I hope so.

I stand next to the street sign on a carpet of dead pine needles that crunch under my sneakers. We live on a long dead-end street, and all the houses here are pretty spaced out, so I’m the only one at this particular bus stop, which is fine.

I stand still and look around the neighborhood. This place is so stinking flat. That’s what I hate about it most. I mean, I guess it’s pretty cool to be so close to the ocean, but I can’t stand how flat it is.

Actually, the highest point in fifty miles is a landfill that they turned into a state park and call Mount Trashmore. Seriously, Mount Trashmore.

Finally, the bus comes and stops right in front of me. The bus driver is a lady, and she says something to me that I don’t quite hear, because I’m already casing the entire bus looking for a good place to sit.

I used to sit in the back of the bus, at my old school, but I’m not sure if that really extends beyond zip codes. I sit in the first empty seat on the right side and slide over to the window.

There are a few girls, probably freshmen, sitting in the seats near me, and they’re giggling and joking with each other. I remember when I was a freshman. That seems like so long ago now, even though it was only two years ago. That’s weird. So much has happened since then.

“J.J. told Molly that he wanted to get his dangle in a tangle.” They all giggle. I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean, exactly, but it’s clearly something sexual.

The only other person sitting in the front of the bus is a girl with snarled dark hair. There’s obviously something wrong with her. Most people wouldn’t go out of the house with their hair like that, snarled and begging for a brush. And her clothes are Salvation Army—sweatpants that are too small and a multicolored striped shirt that should have been removed from circulation at the end of the Carter Administration.

The bus stops and a few more people get on. Two boys who are rowdy and kind of tough-looking. They must be brothers.

There’s also a short girl. She sees some people she knows in the back and jumps up and down, like she can’t believe that they’re here. She’s cute.

The last guy to get on is different than everyone else. He’s got long, dirty blond hair—not like the color dirty blond, like blond hair that is dirty—like a surfer, and it’s hanging down into his face, and he’s wearing a winter jacket even though it’s almost seventy degrees. He carries himself like he’s afraid somebody will jump out from behind a seat and start pounding on him. He flops down next to me and takes off his jacket, hitting me in the face while he does it.

I push myself up against the window, trying to get out of his way. He says, “Uh, sorry.” Maybe he’s retarded, or stoned.

“That’s okay.” I’m not trying to get into a fight on the first day.

The brothers are sitting just a row behind us. I would have thought they’d sit in the back, but maybe it doesn’t work the same way here. They look alike, but one has dark hair and the other has blond hair, and they both have crew cuts.

The one with the blond hair puts his head over the seat and whispers, “Hey, Nat, are you going to ask out Shelley?”

Nat turns around with a disgusted look on his face. I’m guessing Shelley is the girl with the outdated Salvation Army outfit. He says, “Shut up, Billy.” There’s definitely something wrong with him. Everything he says is twice as slow as it should be.

The dark-haired brother leans his head in on the other side. “Come on, Nat, ask her out.”

“Shut up, Bobby.” Okay, the twins’ names are Billy and Bobby. Classic.

Billy calls across the aisle to Shelley, “Hey, Shelley, Nat likes you. He wants to go out with you.”

She turns around with an angry look. “If he likes me, he can tell me himself.” Both Billy and Bobby break up laughing. I don’t think she can tell that the joke is on her, but she seems much smarter than Nat, at least in the way she talks.

This is obviously something that has happened before, because once the twins start laughing, her face gets red and she pushes her hand up into her hair and scratches at her scalp. It’s kind of gross, because a bunch of dandruff comes out.

Bobby says, “Whoa, call Channel Four. There’s flurries in Virginia Beach.”

Billy cracks up and gives Bobby a high five. “Maybe they’ll cancel school.”

“That would be sweet.”

I sort of want to stick up for Nat and Shelley, but I also don’t want to get into a fight on my first day of school. Especially not with twins with matching crew cuts.

I’m worried that they’re going to start picking on me too. I start thinking up clever comebacks in my mind, in case they want to start something. Maybe something about them being Siamese twins, joined at the head. Sharing the same brain. Which one of you got the brain? Yeah, something like that could work, if I need it.

Billy looks at me and says, “Hey.”

“What’s up?”

“Do you hunt?” What? Do I hunt? I don’t really know what to say. I guess I could lie, but what would be the point of that?

“No.”

“Do you fish?” Is this some sort of redneck questionnaire?

“No.”

“All right, then.”

I guess that’s the end of the conversation, because Billy turns around and starts pounding on his brother’s shoulder.

“Damn, Billy, what you do that for?”

“Wanted to.”

“Damn. Quit.”

I look out the window and try to judge by the sunlight which direction we’re heading. I’ve gotten confused because of all the commotion with the twins and the mentally incompetent couple, so I can’t judge if we’re heading north or west at the moment.

Sometimes, when I’m not sure where I am, I try to get my bearings—and for some reason that makes me feel better. I wonder if that’s what the explorers used to do after they’d traveled a long distance in one day; would they double-check and make sure they were heading in the right direction, or would they just continue on the same course? I don’t know, I’ll have to look that up.

The land is so flat around here, there’s nothing to judge the slant of sunlight by. We turn right and then left and then right again. I’m so turned around. I think I’ve lost my sense of direction completely.

We pull up in front of the school with about twenty other buses all parked at a diagonal to the sidewalk. The driver opens the doors and we all shuffle off into the bright light and warm air.

         

Okay, so I’ve already seen six or seven unbelievably beautiful girls, and they’re all wearing really short skirts and shirts that reveal their midriffs. I read in the school rules that girls aren’t allowed to show their midriffs, but I guess maybe they didn’t get that memo. Not that I’m complaining.

The halls are crowded and there’s a bottleneck somewhere near the cafeteria. People are trying to push by around the edges, but we have to press our bodies up against the lockers to get by.

There’s a really hot girl in front of me—one of the ones who didn’t get the memo—and as we push by the bottleneck, I let my hand go limp and my arm swings forward and the back of my hand brushes against her butt. I really wanted to do that. I could almost feel the shape of her ass against my hand. I try again. I let my hand go limp and let it swing forward, letting gravity do the work.

Her ass is so nice. I can even feel her panties through her skirt. Jesus, what an ass. I’m about to do it again when she turns around and gives me the evil eye.

Oops, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. I totally just got busted for being a pervert. I’m such an asshole.

The halls are so crowded that the tides of people going past shove me into my locker. I have to work hard to keep myself pushed away enough so that I can do the combination. The combination is fourteen to the left, twenty-six to the right, twelve to the left. That will be easy to remember, because fourteen plus twelve is twenty-six.

         

My first class is Latin II, and it’s located out behind the school in a trailer. They’re doing construction on part of the school and so they have to put us in this trailer.

The teacher introduces himself. He says his name is Mr. Mawson and that he’s from South Africa, but I don’t get that, because he’s a white guy. He’s huge. He must be six-six or six-seven, but besides that he has two other defining characteristics. One: He’s covered in hair. Not just on his head—he’s got hair all over his arms and hands and coming out from under his collar. He already has a five o’clock shadow at seven-thirty a.m. Also, his eyebrows have that brambling-bush look—you know, where they’re curling out and away from his face, almost like wings.

The other defining characteristic is his voice. South African accents sound a little like English accents, except Mr. Mawson’s voice is high and grating, like the sound a train makes when it puts on its emergency brake. It’s weird because of his size. You’d expect a big guy like that to have a deep voice.

One more thing: He moves around like an ape. You know how apes move, with their arms out and extended almost down to the ground. I swear Mr. Mawson’s knuckles practically scrape the ground when he’s walking around. Not really, but almost.

No one wants to learn Latin early in the morning—when does anyone want to learn Latin? But in the morning it’s a real drag. So Mr. Mawson gets all exaggerated with his gorilla arms, and his train-wreck voice gets even higher, trying to get us interested.

“Right! Ready for Latin, children! LATIN IS FUN! Increases your vocabulary, doesn’t it, children? READY? NO GOOD DOGS ATE ANCHOVIES? Right, children? That’s Latin!”

I have absolutely no idea what he’s talking about, even though I took Latin at my old school. He’s making almost no sense.

“Are you paying attention, children? NOTHING GRAMMAR DOES ASTOUNDS AMERICANS, right, children? That’s Latin!”

I stare down at my notebook and write my name, because I can’t make any sense out of what he’s saying.

“NEVER GRAB DEVILS AROUND ANKLES, right, children?”

Now I’m doodling. I turn Maybe into a roller coaster. I sketch a track over all the peaks and valleys of the letters.

Mr. Mawson isn’t getting a response from anyone—even with his exaggerations—so he starts walking up and down the aisles, shouting the answer as loud as he can. “Right! NOMINATIVE! GENITIVE! DATIVE! ACCUSATIVE! ABLATIVE! Right, children?”

As he passes my desk, he notices my doodling and snatches the notebook off my desk with his gorilla hands.

“What’s this, eh?” he shrieks. He holds the notebook up above his head and shows it to the class. “No doodling in Latin, eh? Latin is not doodling.”

He drops the notebook onto my desk and continues his lecture, and I try to disappear into my orange plastic chair.

         

I like movies. I don’t know why. There’s something about them that clicks with my brain. I love the feeling of being inside a movie theater and looking up at that gigantic screen and the lights going down and all that.

When I’m at a movie, I feel like the things that are going on in my life don’t really matter. That’s why I signed up for this Visual Language class. I read the course description and it seemed cool. I thought that there would be a whole bunch of artsy people in the class—wannabe filmmakers and painters and photographers—but instead there are just a bunch of lame kids with baseball caps pulled over their eyes.

The teacher, Ms. Haynes, goes into her opening remarks and takes roll. I’m the only one paying attention. I think everyone else in this class is sleeping.

Except there’s this one girl on the other side of the room who seems like she’s paying attention too. She’s got long red hair, and lots of freckles, like people with red hair have. She’s got kind of a pretty face, and she’s wearing one of those long hippy dresses that looks like she made it at home, but maybe she just bought it at a store.

Every time I look up at the board, I can see the girl across the room looking at me. It’s weird.

I glance up at Ms. Haynes and then right back at the hippy girl. This time I catch her looking at me, but instead of looking away—like any normal person would do—she grins like the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland.

Ms. Haynes finally stops talking as the bell rings, and I get my bag and walk across the room. The Cheshire cat hippy girl is waiting for me at the door. I nod at her and she says, “Are you feeling properly edified today?”

I don’t know what that means, so I say, “What?”

She must think that I didn’t hear her, so she says it again, but a little louder and slower. “Are you feeling properly edified today?”

“What does that mean?”

“Edified?”

“Yeah.”

“You take Latin. Figure it out.”

“How do you know I take Latin?”

“I’m in your class. Mr. Mawson. You’re the doodler.”

I hadn’t noticed her in that class.

“Oh, right. Well, see you around.” I walk out of the class and down the hall toward where I think my next class is going to be.

She follows me down the hall and calls out, “It means educated—taught. It means did you learn enough?” I don’t turn around. I just keep walking. I don’t know what her deal is.

         

There are sixteen hundred kids in this high school, and we’re all trying to get to different rooms at exactly the same time. We have five minutes to travel, but because there are twice as many kids in the hallways as there should be, no one can actually get to where they’re going on time.

We press up against each other—chest to back—and shuffle forward like a millipede in a glue trap.

I’m shuffling behind another hot girl in a short skirt and press my chest against her back. I smell her hair. My fingertips brush against the back of her thighs, which are as smooth as glass. Warm, fleshy glass.

I imagine putting my hands around her and feeling her breasts from behind. I imagine pressing against her butt and kissing her neck.

I can imagine it all, but I know that it probably will never happen.

I walk past a guy and a girl making out in the hallway. I can see his tongue going in and out of her mouth. Why is that guy so lucky, and I’m so unlucky?

I take a detour into the boys’ bathroom and take a leak. There are a few other guys pissing too, and we all stand there and stare straight ahead. There are obscene comments written in Magic Marker and a drawing of a dick with a pair of glasses. Whoever drew that needs to take an art class.

All the other guys leave without washing their hands, but I do. My mom always used to yell at my brother and me if we didn’t—so I do, out of habit, like putting on my seat belt.

I look in the mirror. My eyes are too far apart and my hair is messy. My skin is breaking out all over the place and my lips are chapped. I forgot to shave and I have this stupid-looking mustache. My brother would say it looks like a caterpillar.

I think I have a monobrow. I also think there’s something wrong with my face. I wonder if I got dropped when I was a baby or something, because one side of my face looks like it’s lower than the other side.

Does everybody have one eye that goes down on one side, or is it just me? I think it’s just me.

Fuck.

         

I don’t eat lunch. I’m not hungry. Instead, I go to the library. Apparently, they let you go in there during your lunch period, as long as you don’t have any food.

I put my bag on one of the tables and start walking through the stacks. I like to browse through libraries. I just like the feeling of being around books—I don’t know why, I guess it’s kind of comforting. Most people forget that whatever you want to know about, you can find it in the library.

I walk by the encyclopedias and run my hand along the spines of the books just to feel their texture. My fingers tingle a little from touching the rough bindings. There’s so much to know in the world. I wish I could learn everything in all these books just by touching them. Learn everything in them through osmosis or something. I mean, I know about some things, but then I start thinking about all the things I don’t know, and it makes me feel so stupid.

This is what I’m going to do during my lunch period. I’m going to come in here every day and pick an encyclopedia and read as much of it as I can. That’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to make a list of everything I want to learn about.

I walk back to the table



































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/Runy_9780375849930_epub_001_r1.jpg
maybe

BRENT RUNTON

P

ALERED A, ENOPE
ew vonk





OEBPS/images/Runy_9780375849930_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
MAYBE

Brent Runyon
Knopf

=2

VN
s
RANDOM HOUSE

CHILDREN’S BOOKS





