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DEDICATION

To my parents, who helped me survive my teen years

with a lot of love and just the right amount of attention








ONE

By the time they called me into the principal’s office for my disciplinary hearing, I had nearly sweated through my Meridian High hoodie. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to show some school spirit at the meeting that could get me expelled, but I had no idea these things were made of insulation fiber. Of course, the excessive perspiration could be the result of being deprived of pot for three days. They say that sweating is one of the ways the body cleanses itself of toxins. Either way, I looked nervous and guilty, which wasn’t the impression I wanted to create.

I entered Principal Stone’s office and found him sitting behind his enormous desk, his bald, pockmarked head looking like an oversize cantaloupe. Positioned in a neat semicircle in front of the desk were Stone’s secretary, Mrs. Darwipple; our campus security guard, Mr. Riddel; and my guidance counselor, Mr. Lunley. Lunley acknowledged me with his traditional namaste prayer bow. All the others sat rigid and expressionless, not wanting to form attachments to the animal they were about to slaughter.

“Where are your parents?” Stone asked.

“They couldn’t make it,” I said.

“They couldn’t make it?” Stone said, shaking his head. “This is a disciplinary hearing to determine whether you will be allowed to stay at Meridian.”

“My mom’s out of town and my dad had an important conference call,” I explained. “He asked me to give you this.” I handed Stone a sealed letter, now stained with my hand sweat. The envelope was embossed with the logo of my father’s law firm—Barry, Yu & Singh, an appropriate name for a ruthless pack of attorneys. Walter Yu was actually senior partner, but he settled for second billing so that the firm’s name would evoke fear in opposing counsel.

Stone took one look at the letter and sneered, his unibrow wrinkling to a V on his forehead. My dad had represented Stone’s ex-wife in their rather ugly divorce, and I think he’s never forgiven my family for costing him his Jet Skis. He slapped the envelope on his desk and said, “Take a seat, Mr. Barry.”

I lowered myself onto the rickety fold-out chair, designed, I assumed, to throw me off balance. 

“Let the record state that the disciplinary hearing to determine Lawrence Barry’s enrollment at Meridian High School began at two oh one p.m. on Monday, September ninth, in Principal Howard Stone’s office. In attendance are Principal Stone, Hugh Riddel, Gerry Lunley, and Lawrence Barry. Notably absent are Lawrence’s parents.”

“You want me to include ‘notably’ in the record?” Mrs. Darwipple asked.

Stone closed his eyes and massaged his temple with his stubby fingers. “Strike it,” he said, after giving it some thought.

“Must we take such a formal tone?” my counselor said, removing his John Lennon glasses and placing them on my file folder on his lap. “We’re here to help Lawrence, right?”

Stone and Riddel exchanged glances. As adults, they had clearly learned to control their eyes from rolling, but I could tell the reflex was still there.

“We’re here to determine how to best respond to Lawrence’s actions at the diversity assembly. Mr. Riddel, please share your observations.”

Riddel flipped open his notebook, just like he was a real police officer and not a mall cop in training, and began reading. “Friday, September sixth, ten oh seven a.m. Lawrence Barry and Alex Tran were observed dancing shirtless with rolls of toilet paper at the school assembly.”

“We were performing a traditional Chinese Ribbon Dance,” I clarified.

Riddel stared at me, his possum face revealing nothing. I wondered if he had been beat up a lot in middle school and quickly concluded that he had.

“Barry and Tran stumbled across the gymnasium floor, clearly disoriented.”

This struck me as a bit of editorializing. My memory, fuzzy though it was, was that we were quite graceful. 

“When asked to leave the gymnasium floor, both Barry and Tran only increased their spastic movements, inciting the crowd and creating an unsafe environment for the assembly.”

“People loved us,” I interjected. “And Alex is the treasurer of the Asian Student Union so he had a right, as an Asian person, to share an important aspect of his culture. Isn’t that what the diversity assembly is all about?”

I thought this was a pretty good defense, even though Alex is Vietnamese and really has no business dancing like a Chinese person.

“Alex Tran has already confessed to using the ASU’s funds to buy marijuana. He’s been transferred to Quiet Haven alternative school.” The effort it took for Stone to keep a straight face while saying this was epic. If I didn’t know how overjoyed he was at sharing this news, I’d think he was having a stroke.

“Really?” I gulped. “That is shocking.” I had no idea Alex had stolen from the ASU. Alex liked to think of himself as hard core, like the gangsters in the Hong Kong action films he was always watching, but his dad was a software engineer at SurveyMonkey. If he needed money to score weed, he didn’t need to steal from his own people to get it.

Riddel continued. “As I escorted Barry and Tran off the gymnasium floor, I smelled the odor of marijuana on the boys.”

“That is so not true,” I blurted out. Riddel was just making stuff up to get back at us for gluing the student driver sign to the back of his golf cart. Electronic cigarettes don’t produce odor. Do they? Actually, I’m not clear on this point. This technology is kind of new to me.

“It was obvious the boys were high, so I brought them to Principal Stone’s office for disciplinary action.”

Riddel flipped his notebook closed and stuck his golf pencil behind his ear. I fought the urge to grab the Scotch tape off Stone’s desk and use it to rip off his scrubby mustache. Sudden fits of rage are another by-product of pot deprivation, I’ve heard.

“I think Lawrence was pressured into performing by Alex,” Lunley said. 

“It doesn’t matter why he did it,” Stone said. “And we can’t have different punishments for the same crime.”

“Alex Tran was sent to Quiet Haven for stealing club funds, not for dancing at the assembly,” Lunley said. “I don’t think transferring Lawrence is appropriate. He’s got a B average and wants to go to college.” My counselor looked at me for confirmation on this point.

“Yes. College. For sure.” I tried to sound enthusiastic, but the words sounded like something from a patrol-car loudspeaker.

Lunley went on. “Outside of some attendance issues his freshman year, his record is pretty clean.”

“You’re forgetting the streaking incident,” Stone said.

“Those accusations were never proven,” Lunley said, a little weakly in my opinion, and closed my file. 

“What about the fire in the science building?” Riddel said.

“That was an honest mistake. Lawrence didn’t know those chemicals were combustible.”

“Then there was the Jell-O fight in the cafeteria.”

“Lots of kids were involved in that. I think it’s unfair to single out Lawrence.”

I had been involved in enough “incidents” in my two years at Meridian that we could go on like this all day. Eventually, Lunley would get tired of making excuses and Stone and Riddel would get the transfer they wanted. I shifted in my seat and felt a drop of cold sweat travel down my spine. I was going to Quiet Haven, the place where they distributed ankle bracelets instead of student ID cards. I had only one chance left.

“Maybe you should read my father’s letter,” I offered, pointing to the envelope on Stone’s desk. I had no idea what it said, but I hoped it was legalese for “quit hating on my son.”

Stone took out a rather menacing-looking letter opener and stabbed the envelope with a flourish. Watching him tear it open, I was reminded of someone skinning and gutting a fish. He removed the single page and read it silently. The only clue we had to the letter’s content was Stone’s face, which grew a deeper shade of red the longer he stared at the page. When he finished, he slammed the paper down on the desk and breathed heavily through his nose. 

“What would you recommend, Mr. Lunley?” he asked through gritted teeth.

Mr. Lunley looked surprised to be asked this question. Guidance counselors are probably never given authority to punish students. Their job is to make kids look good for colleges, not make it easier for admissions officers to reject them. Lunley centered himself through some deep cleansing breaths and then smiled like the Dalai Lama. “I’d like to sign Lawrence up for the Buddy Club,” he said, tucking a loose strand of gray hair behind his ear. “I think he’d really benefit by mentoring one of our freshman students.”

“But would the freshman benefit?” Stone asked.

Lunley nodded his head. “Lawrence has a lot to offer if only he channeled his energies in more positive directions.”

Stone took another look at my father’s letter on his desk and then slammed his open palm on it as if it were a fly he was trying to crush. “Fine,” he bellowed, his tone at odds with the spirit of the word. “But let the record state that I object to this lenient sentence.”

“As do I,” Riddel said.

“And if Lawrence so much as breathes in a mouthful of secondhand smoke—pot or otherwise—or embarrasses himself or this school in any way, he will be joining his friend Mr. Tran at Quiet Haven. Are we understood?”

We all nodded our heads in agreement. I peeled myself off my chair and followed Lunley back to his office.

“That was a close call, Lawrence,” Lunley said, once we were seated on the yoga balls on opposite sides of his desk.

“Tell me about it.” I was dying to see what my father had written in the letter. Maybe Dad blackmailed him with some shameful secret Stone’s ex told him during the divorce proceedings. I wouldn’t put it past Dad to fight dirty. He’s a pretty competitive guy and doesn’t like to lose at anything. When I was six, he told me to fuck off when he got sent back to the starting tile in what I thought was a friendly game of Chutes and Ladders. We stopped playing board games after that.

“How are you feeling?” Lunley asked.

“Great.” 

“Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

Lunley folded his hands and looked at me like I was the sound of one hand clapping. He may have thought he was breaking me down with his stares and his silence, but I’ve faced better psychologists than him without confessing. 

“You know you can talk to me if you’re struggling with addiction.”

“I’m good, Mr. Lunley,” I said. “Thanks.”

Lunley reached into his top drawer, pulled out a pamphlet, and handed it to me. “Drug Free: The Way to Be,” the headline read. Underneath the purple block lettering was a cartoon squirrel wearing sunglasses and a leather jacket. It was an outdated look, even for a rodent.

“If you can look past the stupid cover, you’ll find a lot of good information inside,” Lunley said.

“Thanks,” I said. This was the second time today an adult had handed me printed material instead of talking to me. Suddenly, I wanted to grab my yoga ball and hurl it against the wall to watch it ricochet around the room like an exploding kernel of popcorn. Instead I pulled the summons out of my pocket and started folding.

“Mr. Lunley,” I said, not looking up from the scrap of paper in my hands, “have you ever gotten high?”

There was a loud squeak as Lunley squirmed on his yoga ball. Looking up, I saw him blinking spastically behind his glasses. “We’re not talking about me, Lawrence,” he said, pulling on his gray ponytail.

I went back to my folding. “I’m just asking.”

“Yes,” he said. “I’ve gotten high.”

“Do you think it’s as bad as this pamphlet says?”

“I think it can be,” he said. “For some people.”

“How do you know if you’re a person it’s bad for?”

Lunley stood up and walked over to his window, seemingly recalling some memory in which he saw the best minds of his generation destroyed by madness. (We read “Howl” in English class last year and for some reason that line had stuck with me.) “I think you have to ask yourself why you’re getting high,” he said finally. “If you do it occasionally to relax and have fun, that’s one thing. If it’s to cope with everyday stress, that’s another.”

“What if it’s a little of both?”

“Then that might be a problem.”

This seemed ridiculous to me. My parents end most of their days with Scotch and Pinot Grigio. (Not mixed, mind you. In separate glasses and separate rooms.) If I handed them a pamphlet with a greaser squirrel and the slogan “Drinking Wine Is Not Fine,” they’d laugh in my face and tell me to grow up.

“The point is, I guess, that you should have other things in your life that bring you joy. If the only thing that makes you happy is getting high, then you need help.” Lunley returned to his yoga ball and sat down. “What brings you joy, Lawrence?”

Getting high, I thought. Also, hanging out with friends. Playing video games. Complaining about how unfair things are. I decided not to share this list. Instead, I placed the origami squirrel I had folded out of my summons on his desk.

He picked it up and exclaimed, “Lawrence, this is amazing.”

I shrugged. It wasn’t really that amazing. The paper was a bit heavy and the wrong shade of pink. Plus I hadn’t made a squirrel in years. The proportions were good though, even if the animal lacked detail.

“Where did you learn to do this?” Lunley asked.

I shrugged again, not wanting to reveal my true passion. For a guidance counselor, that kind of information is like blood to a shark. If Lunley picked up the scent of a genuine interest, he’d attack and find me an after-school job at Hobby Lobby.

“Well, this explains your A in geometry last year,” he said, rotating my work of art in his hands.

Ah, geometry. My brain had never met a more compatible subject. I didn’t even have to think in that class. The information seemed embedded in my DNA, like my preference for dark-haired girls and weakness for Reese’s peanut butter cups.

“Why aren’t you taking an art class?” Lunley asked, looking at my transcript.

The television in my head changed channels abruptly, moving from my favorite episode of Meridian High to an awful middle school rerun of Ruben Valdez setting my origami peacock on fire with his lighter. “Look at the flaming homo,” he screams when my attempt to rescue my animal results in my sleeves catching fire. The laugh track reaches high decibels.

“What’s this Buddy Club you talked about?” I said, bringing my focus back to the present.

Lunley turned his attention away from the computer and back to me. “The Buddy Club is a mentor program that pairs upperclassmen with new students,” he said. “I think you’d be great at it, providing you take the responsibility seriously.”

“I can do that.” A few meetings of showing a clueless ninth grader how to avoid ending up facedown in a trash can? Easy. It would keep Stone off my back and I could list it as an extracurricular on my college applications.

Lunley spun around on his yoga ball and pulled a manila folder from his filing cabinet. He removed a spreadsheet that had a list of names, addresses, and phone numbers and wrote one name down on a sticky note for me.

Spencer Knudsen. 

“His name sounds a little dorky,” I said. “Think he’d mind if I shortened it to something cooler, like ‘Spence’ or ‘Wolverine’?” 

Lunley ignored my question. “He’s a transfer student from Norway.”

“Does he speak English?” I asked.

Lunley nodded. “He’s pretty smart. His dad’s been nominated for a Nobel Prize in Physics and is now a visiting scholar at Stanford. His mom was some famous cellist before Spencer was born. He’s been homeschooled until this year.”

“So, he’s a major geek.”

“I think you’ll like him.” Lunley wrote down Spencer’s address and phone number. “He lives really close. You know that apartment complex by the fire station?”

“You want me to go visit?”

“Why don’t you start with a phone call?”

“I’ll text him.”

“That’s his home number,” Lunley said. “You’re going to have to talk to him.” He mimicked holding a phone to his ear.

I sighed. I really didn’t like talking to people on the phone. 

Lunley stood up, clasped his hands together, and bowed. “Thank you, Lawrence, for agreeing to do this.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Spencer needs someone like you to help him with this transition.”

“Someone like me?”

“Someone cool, but with a warm personality.”

“So, I’m tepid.”

“You know what I mean.”

I stood up. “Thanks for saving my ass today,” I said, grabbing Lunley’s hand and shaking it vigorously, as my dad had taught me to do. “I promise not to let you down.”





TWO

My friends Adam, Will, and the two Nates passed me the vape pen when I met them in the student parking lot after school. Whoever designed this device must have seen us filling our parked car with smoke and thought, “There’s a problem that needs fixing.” The vaporizer could be filled with pot, provided you liquefied it down to its essential THC goodness. The gadget was also shaped to look like a pencil, so when you took a long drag, it appeared as if you were chewing on the eraser while struggling to compose your next line of poetry. 

I inhaled like a drowning person reaching the water’s surface and leaned back against my car. What a relief to have that disciplinary hearing over and done with. The stress it caused was considerable, I’ll tell you. It wasn’t everyday stress either. It was “your life could become seriously fucked if you don’t fix this” kind of stress.

I waited for the guys to ask me about the meeting, but they were too busy looking at their social media feeds to notice anything except the vape pen when it was passed their way. I was pretty sure I told them about my expulsion hearing. Our friend Alex had just been kicked out of school a few days ago. They must be wondering if I was the next one to be voted off the island.

“Let’s get out of here,” Will said, “Alex is waiting.”

“Who’s the designated driver?” I asked.

“You are,” Adam said.

“But I . . .”

“You’ll be fine,” Will said, opening my car door. He hurled my copy of The Odyssey into the backseat, where it was tossed around much like Odysseus is in the story. We had been reading the book in English and I was totally into it. Most of the books we’re assigned in class were written to make us better people. Frankly, I prefer reading about guys who battle one-eyed giants and have sex with hot witch goddesses.

I started the car and reversed out of my parking space. Will plugged in his iPod and cranked the latest from Da ReFlux. The thumping bass pulsated through the car like an amplified heartbeat. The guys rapped along, broadcasting their complaints about ghetto life to the residents of our upper-middle-class white community. I wasn’t feeling especially gangsta today, so I took another hit off the pencil and tapped my fingers against the steering wheel.

“So, I had my expulsion hearing,” I said.

“Oh, right!” Will said. “How’d that go?”

“They gave me mandatory community service.”

“No Quiet Haven?” Nate asked.

“Not yet,” I said. “Stone said one more fuckup and I’m outta here.”

“That sucks, man,” Adam said, offering me the vape pen. I declined.

“Alex thinks he’s going to be the only Asian there,” Will said.

It wasn’t often that you heard of Asian students getting expelled, unless you counted that badass from Malaysia who got kicked out for stealing people’s Adderall, but Alex had always bucked his cultural stereotype. He was the one who first got me high when he saw me alone at the Art of Origami show at the Asian Art Museum. I was staring at a beautifully detailed beetle, trying to mentally unpack all its tiny folds, when Alex sauntered up and asked, “Dude, are you high?” When I shook my head, he asked, “Do you want to be?” And that was it. We sneaked outside, rolled a joint using the origami paper I always carried with me, and I never looked back. My dad was happy I had made a new friend who wasn’t, to use his word, “different.” Mom was happy to see that my “compulsive” origami folding had been replaced with an interest in Led Zeppelin.

I was happy too. Two years into middle school and I had begun to realize that origami wasn’t going to win me any popularity contests. In seventh grade, I’d tried to start an origami club after being encouraged by a well-meaning art teacher. Two girls showed up and promptly left after I handed them each a paper crab (“You gave them crabs!” Alex howled when I told him this story.) But pot smoking connected me to all kinds of cool people. Through Alex, I met Adam, Will, and the two Nates, and we had been a solid crew ever since we started at Meridian. 

Now here we were, coming to say good-bye to the guy who brought us all together. Alex was currently under house arrest until his transfer to Quiet Haven went through. He was having the time of his life though, alone at home with access to the family liquor cabinet and online pornography. When I pulled up in front of his house, he stepped outside with a beer in hand and waved us in. My friends spilled out of the car and raced to join him. When he saw me hesitate, he shouted, “C’mon, Lawman. Just hang with us for an hour.”

My hand hovered over the door latch. I had a ton of homework to do and I should really follow through on my plan to become a more responsible person. But then I thought about going home to an empty house with its cold, polished floors and giant abstract paintings my mother made during her years of postpartum depression and thought, Fuck it. One beer by the pool couldn’t hurt.

I woke up four hours later on an Adirondack chair next to Alex’s pool. The sky had turned the shade of pink I associate with undercooked chicken. I was alone, except for a couple of squirrels perched on the fence that surrounded the Trans’ vegetable garden.

“Didn’t you learn anything from my pamphlet?” one of the squirrels asked. I didn’t recognize him without his sunglasses and leather jacket.

I dug around my pockets, looking for the info Lunley had given me. I must have lost it somewhere between the counselor offices and my car. “Shit,” I said.

“You’ll never be accepted into the squirrel community unless you get your shit together,” the other squirrel said.

“But I’m not a squirrel,” I moaned.

“Oh, in that case, blaze it up, homie.”

I sat up and stared at the fluffy-tailed creatures. What was I doing with my life that I was alone at someone else’s house, hungover at 7:00 p.m. and talking to squirrels? 

A leaf floated down and rested on the surface of the Trans’ pool, a clear sign that summer had ended. I leaned over and puked onto the Trans’ immaculate lawn. It was time to go.

I walked over to the sliding glass doors that led to the Trans’ living room. The lights were on but it was empty. Had Adam, Will, and the two Nates gone home already? Maybe they were smarter than I thought and arranged rides home with more sober drivers.

Before opening the door, I walked over to the kitchen window to assess the situation. I didn’t want to stumble into the house and be confronted by Alex’s parents asking me all sorts of uncomfortable questions about why I chose to come to their house after school to take a stoner’s nap.

Staying close to the stucco wall, I peered into the kitchen window and saw the Trans squeezed around a kitchen table eating dinner. Mom and Dad were listening to Alex’s little sister, a cute girl in pigtails, talk excitedly using wild hand gestures. Even Alex, who normally doesn’t respond to the adorable, seemed engaged in her story. Maybe she had stood up to a bully or performed the winning move in the school’s four-square tournament. When the girl was finished, both parents shook their heads in mock disapproval, but you could tell by the way they did it that they were proud of their plucky little daughter. The mom refilled the girl’s glass with milk and tucked a loose strand of hair behind the girl’s ear.

I blinked in disbelief. This was not the portrait Alex painted of his family when he talked about them to me. Part of the reason we bonded was because we both felt abandoned by our hardworking parents. At least Alex’s parents made time in their day to eat with him. Here he was, a convicted felon, and the dinner scene looked like something you’d see in a sitcom, the kind where the sane family lived with a wacky grandfather or had crazy neighbors visiting throughout the day. I glanced back at my puke on the Trans’ lawn and quickly came to the conclusion that I was that crazy neighbor and left quietly by the side gate. 

My car was chilly when I got in, so I cranked the heat. Before I pulled away from the curb, I caught sight of my reflection in the rearview mirror. On my forehead was the word “LOSER” printed in black Sharpie. I had to hand it to the guys. They knew enough to write the letters backward and reversed so they would look right in the mirror. 





THREE

I pulled into our garage just before eight. As soon as I entered the house, my dad pinged me with a message saying he was working late. He’d installed surveillance cameras throughout the whole house so he and Mom could “stay connected.” I threw my backpack on the kitchen table and waved to the camera above the refrigerator. A few seconds later, my phone rang.

“What’s on your face?” Dad asked.

Oh shit. The Sharpie. I forgot to scrub it off. “Nothing,” I said. “Just some prank my friends pulled on me.”

“Your friends are idiots.” My dad’s enthusiasm for Alex and the others had waned considerably since ninth grade, when none of us made varsity anything. “How was your meeting with the principal? Did he like my letter?”

“He did not. What did you say to him?”

I could hear the sound of ice clinking against glass as my dad took a sip of something. Probably Scotch. “I informed him that suspending you for a harmless prank would jeopardize your education and that was something my firm took very seriously.”

“It wasn’t a suspension hearing,” I corrected. “It was an expulsion hearing.”

Dad harrumphed. “It was a waste of time is what it was,” he said. “Nothing was going to happen. Not if Stone knows what’s good for him.”

“Well, I’m now a member of the Buddy Club.”

“What’s that?”

I explained the mission of the club as best I could.

“Sounds like you’re a dog walker,” Dad grumbled. 

“My counselor says I need things like this for colleges.”

“I’ll talk to someone about getting the name changed to something that might actually impress someone. Something like ‘Leadership Team’ or ‘Operation Rescue.’”

“Sounds great, Dad.” I didn’t see what either of his proposed titles had to do with the club’s purpose, but I didn’t feel like arguing. 

“Your mother left you a video message on the website.”

“Ugh.”

“You better respond or things will get ugly.”

“I will. I’m going to eat now.”

“Tell Estrella to leave mine in the microwave. I’ll heat it up when I get home. Oh, and Lawrence?”

“Yes.”

“No more screwups. This year is too important for college. If you don’t get your shit together, we will send you to Langdon Military Academy.”

I gulped. Langdon was a year-round boarding school in North Dakota, which actually used the term “correctional facility” on its About Us page. According to their website, they specialized in helping troubled teens find acceptance with themselves and elite colleges. My parents had been threatening to send me there since August. “Don’t worry, Dad,” I said, and hung up the phone.

I opened our family website to watch Mom’s message. She was in New York promoting her book The Connected Clan: A How-to Guide for Virtual Parenting, and looked stressed out and tired. Apparently, she had run into a bit of criticism from the hosts of the morning news shows. “These people refuse to accept reality,” she complained from her hotel room, checking her email on her phone. Even on camera she couldn’t stop multitasking. “If you want a relationship with your kids, you’ve got to meet them where they live. Am I right?” I would have to respond to this question with my own video, which would require scrubbing my face clean first. 

Estrella, our cook, brought me my dinner, which I ate at the bar that separates our kitchen from our living room. She looked at me strangely, probably trying to figure out the meaning of RESOL and why I had the word printed on my forehead. I felt bad for giving her another reason to hate the English language, but I didn’t have the energy to explain the prank. Instead, I told her about my plans to mentor underprivileged youth.

“Voy a ayudar a un chico nuevo en mi escuela,” I said.

Estrella did that thing she always does when I share a piece of good news—she moved her finger in a crosslike fashion across her massive chest and began talking to God as if he were sitting with a beer on the couch in the next room. After thanking the Lord for this blessing, she turned to me and asked, “¿Quién es el chico?”

“No sé,” I said. “Creo que es un poco . . .” I didn’t know the word for “weird” so I used the closest word in my Spanish vocabulary. “Estúpido.”

Estrella pressed her doughy hands against my cheeks and kissed me on my forehead. “Tú eres un buen hijo, ¿sabes?” I nodded and politely excused myself from the table.

I went upstairs to my room and closed the door to block out the sound of Estrella’s telenovela. Sometimes I watched the shows with her. Our favorite was Secretos Subterráneos, a soap opera set somewhere in Chile. Every week an unfortunate miner gets trapped two hundred feet underground and needs to be saved by a rescue team, headed by the sexy scientist Lana Elena Graciela Jimenez Rodriguez. 

Before cracking the books, I went to the bathroom and used a sandpaper sponge to wipe off my face tattoo. Even after repeated scrubbings the lettering didn’t disappear completely. Looks like I was stuck with this label for the next couple of days. 

It was too late to Skype Mom, so I recorded a video message telling her about the expulsion hearing and my sudden interest in philanthropy. “I’m really looking forward to giving back to my community,” I said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. This took a couple of takes. Like, thirty. When I was satisfied with the results, I posted the video on our website for Mom to watch tomorrow.

I closed my laptop and emptied my backpack on my desk. The Odyssey landed on top of the pile of textbooks, handouts, and notebooks, which I took as a sign that the gods wanted me to prioritize English over math. I grabbed the book and hopped on my bed to continue reading.

They started at once, and went about among the Lotus-eaters, who did them no hurt, but gave them to eat of the lotus, which was so delicious that those who ate of it left off caring about home, and did not even want to go back and say what had happened to them, but were for staying and munching lotus with the Lotus-eaters without thinking further of their return; nevertheless, though they wept bitterly I forced them back to the ships and made them fast under the benches.

Sometimes a writer is so good it can feel like he’s talking directly to you. Homer was basically describing my day here. My friends and I were Lotus-eaters. All we did was sit around, smoke pot, and play video games. Lunley was trying to get me off this island, only with less aggressive tactics. Maybe what I needed was for someone to tie me up and drag me under a bench. That is essentially what Stone did to Alex by transferring him to Quiet Haven. For the first time since we got in trouble, I was a little jealous of Alex’s punishment. Now that he was kicked out of school, he had no choice but to get his shit together. As long as the decision was up to me, I would always take the easy way out.

I needed to be more like Odysseus—a man with a purpose. Odysseus overcame the obstacles in his life because he had to get back to Penelope. What purpose did I have? I hadn’t a clue. All I knew was that I was never going to find it hanging on this friggin’ island with all these lotus plants. I needed something else to focus on.

Glancing over at my desk, I saw the slip of paper Lunley had given me wedged between my trig and Spanish textbooks. I reached over and pulled it free and saw Spencer’s name and phone number. Here’s a small step in the right direction, I thought. Colleges love to see applicants devote themselves selflessly to community service. Maybe Spencer would have some terminal disease that I could turn into an inspiring personal essay.

I dialed the number written below his name and hoped the call went to voicemail.

“Hello?” a dull, monotone voice said.

“Is Spencer home?”

“This is Spencer.”

“Really? You sound like you’re forty.”

“I’m fourteen.”

“I’m your mentor. From Meridian High.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your mentor.”

“I didn’t ask for a mentor.”

“You didn’t?”

“No.”

“Well, I guess they’re just assigned. Like lockers.”

Silence. I hated talking on the phone.

“So, I was wondering if you want to get together tomorrow.”

“What is your name?”

“Oh, sorry. My name is Lawrence. But you can call me Lawman.”

“I think I’ll call you Lawrence.”

“That’s cool. So, tomorrow? How about lunch?”

“Okay.”

“In the cafeteria.”

“Okay.”

“So, I’ll see you then.”

“Okay.”

“See ya.”

“Good-bye.”

I leaned back and started folding the piece of paper with Spencer’s name on it. I wanted to come up with the right symbol for my mentee, something that would represent the metamorphosis he was about to experience through his work with me. A tadpole was an easy shape and would allow me to get back to my homework sooner. But tadpoles change into frogs, which didn’t seem like much of an upgrade. Caterpillars required more complicated folding and changed into beautiful, soaring butterflies—the perfect metaphor for my little protégé. I worked on the piece for nearly an hour. Origami always relaxed me, like pot without the paranoia. When finished, I took it to the shoebox in my closet and gently placed it with the other works of art I keep hidden from my parents. With a clearer focus, I returned to my reading to see what troubles Odysseus encountered next.





FOUR

Mom pinged me with one of her surveys the following morning as I was leaving for school. She sends me these questions throughout the day and will respond with a phone call or a website link depending on my answer. Today’s question was: Are you experiencing shortness of breath or choked feelings? I clicked the “no” option to avoid the follow-up questions, added a smiley face emoji, and got in my car. I imagined her showing my response to a skeptical reporter covering her book tour. “See?” she’d say, holding up her phone. “He’s fine.”

To be honest, I was experiencing some choked feelings about my first meeting with Spencer. I knew I’d make a good first impression, but I had no idea how lame he was going to be. Walking into the cafeteria at lunch, I immediately regretted picking this as the spot for our first meeting. The place was packed with people waiting in line to buy food or eating their lunches at the round tables scattered across the room. What would my peers think when they saw me eating with a freshman? I wished I’d brought a little sign that said Do Not Disturb—Mentoring in Process to put on our table.

I scanned the area for someone who matched my mental image of Spencer Knudsen, who I pictured as a pudgy boy in lederhosen, like the kids in The Sound of Music. Did that take place in Norway? I now regretted not brushing up on my geography prior to this meeting.

Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned and saw a mini adult wearing a white button-down shirt and black trousers, which still looked freshly pressed and ironed. With his violin case, he might as well have been on his way to a concert at our performing arts center. The pasty boy extended a hand for me to shake. “Mr. Barry, I presume,” he said without looking me in the eye.

“Spencer?” I said. My first thought was: Fuck!

We found space at a table and sat down. I looked around and was relieved to see no one I knew. Yes, yes, I know. This makes me a shallow prick. I totally own up to the fact that it matters what people think of me. For as long as I can remember, my dad has drilled it into my head that the real three Rs of school are Relationships, Reputation, and Real Estate. For him, being successful means a) knowing the right people; b) having them think highly of you; and c) owning the most desirable space on campus. (Although, I think this last point is not meant to be taken literally, unless it’s possible to buy the section of the quad where all the cool people hang out.) Currently, I was failing in all three Rs. I was in the cafeteria eating lunch with a freshman who looked like he had memorized the periodic table of elements in the first grade. 

Spencer dug into his rolling backpack and removed a mini ice chest. His food was housed in tiny plastic containers, which he arranged carefully on the table in front of us. There was something goopy that looked like homemade yogurt, a small bowl of pasta covered in Alfredo sauce, and a peeled and diced pear. Nothing he ate had any color. It was like his mom had killed his lunch and packed its ghost in Tupperware.

“How did you know who I was?” I asked.

“I Googled your name. The only picture I found was of you vomiting in a toilet.”

“Good to know.” Eventually, I would have to clean up my digital life as well as my actual life. Baby steps, I reminded myself, baby steps.

“So, Norway huh?”

“That is where I’m from, yes.”

“I bet it’s cold there.”

“Oslo is negative four degrees in January.”

“Yikes.”

“Of course, that’s Celsius. In Fahrenheit it would be . . .” Spencer paused. “Twenty-four degrees.”

“Which are we?”

“Fahrenheit.”

“Right.” Boy, did this guy need help. I took a deep breath and dove in with another question.

“So, you play the violin?” I nodded toward his case.

“Viola,” he corrected.

“What’s the difference?”

“A viola has a deeper sound than a violin.”

“Like a cello?”

“A cello is an octave below the viola.”

“Other hobbies?”

“I enjoy astronomy.”

“Seriously?” I mumbled. Was this kid in training for the nerd decathlon? He was hopeless. If he were looking through his telescope, he wouldn’t be able to see Planet Cool from where he was standing. He reminded me a little of me, back before I met Alex. Back when I went to origami conventions and tried to learn Japanese so I could read all of Akira Yoshizawa’s books.

But I didn’t want to turn Spencer into a pothead, not that he seemed the type to go in for that kind of thing. The problem was he wasn’t an athlete, funny, or good-looking (unless you were attracted to young Harry Potter types minus the scar and magical powers). You needed at least one of these attributes if you were going to be cool and didn’t want to smoke pot. He was a musician. That was something. But he played the viola, not the most popular instrument for garage bands. I did a quick Wikipedia search on my smartphone and only came up with one violist who was remotely cool. John Cale used the viola in some Velvet Underground songs, but I was pretty sure he also used heroin, which made him less than a perfect role model. This was going to take some time.

“I think we should meet twice a week,” I said.

“Hey, Lawman,” Will said, sneaking up behind me and whipping off my baseball hat. “RESOL” could still be seen on my face so I slapped a free hand over my forehead. 

“Give me back my hat, you fucker,” I said.
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