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I hope the boy didn't see me looking at him. He got to the corner before I did and he walked ahead of me.

I got there first the next time and looked back once. He was there but I don't think he saw me.

I hope not.

He could be in the 6th grade. I'm a boy in 5th.

I don't know what to do.

I slow down because I could be first again. Maybe it won't be long before he gets here.

If he's already in the building, I won't get to see him until tomorrow.

I'm pretty sure we're in different grades because I only see him in the mornings. I did look all over the playground at lunchtime and one of my friends goes, "What are you looking for?"

I didn't tell him.

This is going to be a bad day. When I look up the hill, the boy isn't there. My shoelaces are fine but I pretend like I'm tying one of them. What if he doesn't even go to this school, like he only went here for a couple days and found out it was the wrong place.

I walk next to the wall like I always do. I've been doing it for years because this is where I went for kindergarten.

The wall is over my head at first but not as high at the far end of the block, the north side. It isn't even up to my waist where I turn and go up to the side door. That's the entrance I go in, the boys entrance.

I know all the boys in 5th grade. If somebody new comes to our school, we will know they are a stranger and find out who they are.

This other boy, the one I want to talk to, has to be a 6th-grader. If he's a new boy in school, I don't know because I don't know all of them in his grade. The ones we know in that class are either really nice or they are the kids who like to push us around.

I eat lunch like usual, then go down the ramp to get to the playfield. You have to take the ramp that cuts in the side of the hill, then cuts back the other way because the hill is steep. Some boys go straight down the hill through the brush and the trees, but they're in a lot of trouble if they get caught.

I don't see the boy I'm looking for. He could be lost in the crowd. We're playing some football today, so I look everywhere around the field between plays. Whatever play is called, I'm sort of going through the motions. I keep thinking about the navy blue shirt but there's no reason to look for that one only. His other shirt was some kind of green with stripes.

September feels really warm. I wish it would be like this all year, but the cold and the rain will come. The sooner I find this boy, the better. The boys will wear their parkas and their hoods, and you might not know who they are unless you have already met them.

I don't really feel like talking to anybody. I do, though. They yell things about the game and I yell things back. It's automatic, I don't have to think about it. They have no idea what I am really thinking about.

When school lets out for the day, I know I won't see that boy on the way home. I haven't seen him yet after school. That doesn't mean I'm not looking for him because I am. At the hill where he would go east, I look up there like I can see him in my mind. He looks really good.

This is where I keep going south except for this time. I go up the small hill that will roll over and drop down pretty fast to the east. My heart is pounding. What if he sees me and he knows that this is not where I live. He would know I came here looking for him, and if I tried to make up a lie he would see right through it.

Then I don't know what would happen. If he's one of the nice boys in that grade, he would take me home for milk and cookies. They would even talk to me over there like I was almost important. Like I was one of his friends or something. He would introduce me to his parents. "This is the boy I was telling you about."

That's impossible. We haven't even met. If he gets to that corner tomorrow the exact same time that I do, it doesn't mean we are going to actually meet. I will look at him and he might look back because he's deciding if he's going to beat me up or not, but other than that the rest of it is impossible.

If I say hi, then he goes, "Why are you talking to me?"

If you're in the 5th grade, you don't have the right to go talking to a boy that's in the 6th. They don't like it. They are way above you and they don't like you trying to bring them back down to where they were a year ago. It's their turn now to shove around the 5th-graders. They don't really bother with the 4th-graders, but the 5th-graders, they give them a pretty good shoving around since they've waited a long time to do it.

I don't see him around, so I just go back over the hill and walk toward home. Somebody far off is coming at me. It can't be him. But I want to believe that he went looking for me and now we are about to find each other on the way back from not finding each other.

I don't think I know the boy that's coming toward me. That could be a good sign. If it's the boy I want, I don't know what we would say. Most likely we would walk on by since you can't quite tell someone you've been looking for them. They would want to know why.

About the only thing you could say is, "I think I like you." But you can't say that. So you just keep on walking with a little glance to the side that you hope he doesn't catch.

It isn't him. I don't know who it is but it doesn't matter. Everything rides on tomorrow morning.

I might go early and then wait at that corner until the bell is just about to ring. That way I'll see him or I will know that he probably doesn't go to school there anymore.

I hope he does. Without him, I'm kind of wandering around. I've got these friends and stuff, but this boy is different. I want to touch him. That's gonna be really hard since I can't even talk to him.

But I can be there waiting. And I can look at him as long as he doesn't see me doing it.

I don't like to go to school that early. I heard somebody say, "Fashionably late," on a TV show or something. So I tell my parents I like to be fashionably late to school. They think it's funny. Now I'm waking up when it's way dark and I want to go to school so bad I can't wait for sunrise.
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When the sun comes up, I dress pretty quick and get out the door. My plan is to get to that corner, only that's about as far as the plan goes. I get there alright and there's nobody around. I guess I am fashionably early. I don't want to look clueless but standing on a corner like this kind of makes you look like that.

That boy comes over the top of the hill. It's just him and me. My heart pounds again and I'm afraid he knows.

There is a south side entrance to the school but it has always been the girls entrance. I think it still is. The boy must know because he walks right by and comes down toward the corner, like he did the other times.

I could tie my shoe. But I don't. I think I'm looking right at him like if anybody was around they would know it. I think he knows it, too.

He's looking back. I am almost sure of it.

My heart will drown out the sound of my voice if I try and say something. The one thing I could say is hi. But that's almost the worst thing you can do. It's like saying that you want to talk to them. The situation is impossible. I look away.

I can tell that he shortcuts the corner and is going north along the wall. Then something happens. I can't hear footsteps anymore. I look sideways and he's standing there. I don't see his face.

"You go this way," he says, "don't you?"

I hear myself go, "Yeah."

I start walking with him. The wall is over our heads and the ivy comes down from the hill behind it. I don't understand this. All I know is that the wall hides us from the school.

Now I'm really scared. I want to tell him my name. I don't even know his. Plus I don't know why he said that. It's like I'm not really with him if you can't talk to him.

The wall comes to the middle of the block, where the main entrance is located. It's got steps to the north and the south of a short middle wall. A longer row of steps leads up from there, to the door that the principal goes in, plus visitors to the school.

We keep walking past. The wall is a lot lower now than our heads, and getting lower all the time. If I am going to say anything, there isn't much time. It seems like he has already said everything that he wanted to say. Or maybe he thinks I don't like him.

I am thinking so much about the end of the wall, and how soon we are going to get there, that I can't think of anything to say or do. I know the wall is going to run out on me, and it does.

The boys entrance is not far around that corner. On the steps to that door, he goes, "See you later."

I go, "Yeah."

He is gone inside the door. I follow but I'm no longer with him. It's over.

I plan a speech that I can give him on the playfield at lunchtime. It's a good speech, like I really know what I'm doing. What is supposed to happen is, I walk up to him and go, "My name is Chip. What's your name?"

It seems like a lot to remember. It also seems like a lot can go wrong other than the words. Like some people can stand around looking at you but they aren't supposed to be there. Things can get out of your control. You want everything to go a certain way and then it doesn't.

I look high and low at lunch, both in the cafeteria and on the playfield. He just isn't around or he has a way of hiding in plain sight. I can only hide where the hiding is good, and plain sight is too out there for me. That's why I like the high part of the wall. It blocks out half of your world. The other half is the street, where the cars go by fast enough and don't notice anything.

My days are all about the boy who is one year older than me. I wish I knew his name. It's too much to ask for. Maybe I could read it on something he's carrying, or ask somebody I know if they know who he is.
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I walk toward that corner early in the morning. He's already there. I want to believe he is waiting for me. What if he's waiting for somebody else and they show up the same time I do, plus I say my name and nobody knows that I just said something. I would have to step out in the street like I've got things going on out there, which makes no sense at all.

He goes, "I got here early."

I go, "Yeah," like I always do. It's the only sound I can count on without blowing it.

We start walking. It's going to be just like yesterday, nothing. I'm counting off the seconds. I'm not sure if you've got 60 of them before you have gone the length of the wall. I imagine you do have more but they seem to tick off so fast.

He goes, "My name is Stuart. What's yours?"

I have to think. "Chip."

We are coming to the steps for the main entrance, the halfway point. I used to think you had the whole wall, but now I'm thinking you only have until you get to the main entrance. After that, the wall is so low that it's like it isn't there. Besides, you can see the end of it so near that you can't start now what you should have started way back.

We turn the corner for the short stretch that goes up to the boys entrance.

Stuart goes, "See you Monday."

This time I don't say anything. I don't know if he waited or not for an answer.

I have the whole weekend to figure out what Monday morning is supposed to be. Before the weekend ever comes, I've got a big idea that won't leave me alone.

Stuart and I know each other by name. I can see him somewhere and go, "Hi, Stuart." We could have a conversation.

But that's not the big idea. The big idea goes beyond us talking.

I want to put my arm around him while we are under the full height of the wall. That means I have to do it a few seconds after we begin our walk to the north. Things have to happen so quick that you can't think about it. If you do, you will see that time is running out on you, which you will then use as an excuse not to do it.

The way it plays for me when I imagine it, is that Stuart knows how much I like him. I feel really good because I want him to know. I want him to like me back.

Everything is silent when you put your arm around his shoulder, but it says a lot more than words. You can say, "I like you," except he might just think that you like him. Your arm around his shoulder is different. It's a big deal.

The weekend goes by pretty fast because my thoughts are going a hundred miles an hour. I play it over in my head time after time. It always goes well. My arm goes around his shoulder and it causes him to smile. He puts his arm around me and I'm happy. Stuart is happy. You can't ask for more than that.
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Monday morning brings another nice day. I'm the first one to get to the corner. That doesn't mean I believe for sure that Stuart is coming. I don't know what he wants and it isn't like we have said anything for sure about when and where to meet. The corner just seems like the place, is all.

He comes over the hill and gives a little wave. I wave back.

He goes, "Good morning, Chip."

I go, "Morning, Stuart."

I think about what I did there, dropping the first word, and I think it worked. Stuart breaks part of a smile that makes me feel like the time has arrived.

I can't believe how shaky this makes me feel. I'm on the street side of him, so it's going to be my right arm I put around him. I'm telling myself to do it because the walk has started and so has the clock.

I kind of move my arm a little but that's all. I step closer to him so that he doesn't seem so far away. I don't want my arm to be going toward him and he has time to step out of the hold that's coming. It sounds like a struggle. In my head over the weekend, it all seemed so easy. Like I could just tell that's what he wanted and so I wrapped him up.

I don't do it and we pass the middle of the block. Now I tell myself that it isn't too late. It makes no difference if we are next to the second half of the wall, the low section. You can do it if you believe he will like it. I don't know what I believe.

I only know what I want but I can't do much about it.

Stuart goes, "What grade are you?"

"5th."

"I'm 6th."

That's the end of our walk together. I don't know when I'm going to see him again. Tuesday morning, I suppose. It runs in my head except now it's more like a movie. I don't know if I can really do it.

I think the two of us knew all along we were in different grades. It doesn't matter to me and I hope it's okay with him. I still don't know if he's new this year or what.

I want to touch him, and be with him. It goes on in my head while I'm doing other stuff, like in class. I do what the teacher says but I'm still able to think about Stuart.

I also do what my friends want me to, but not always. Like they want to get to the playfield at lunch as fast as possible. I kind of lag behind, not that I'm eating. I'm not hungry.

At the top of the ramp, somebody taps me on the shoulder. I figure one of my friends is looking for me because the game is about to start. When I turn to look, I'm not feeling that happy since my mind is someplace else.

It's Stuart.

He goes, "Did you eat yet?"

I get happy real fast, plus nervous. "No."

We walk together down the ramp. It's like walking beside the wall. Only this time Stuart is on my left. We just walk like we always do. Putting my arm around him is out of the question. There's people everywhere and there is no wall.

He goes, "I think we're having spaghetti."

It didn't look like that was what the cafeteria was serving. I don't know what he means and I'm afraid to ask. Our walk is getting to the place where we cut back for the lower part of the ramp.

I wonder what my friends will think. They will know that he's a 6th-grader. I don't even know what I think except how much I like being with him. He acts like me and him are friends. I like that part of it, too.

At the bottom of the ramp, I don't know what's going to happen. Stuart heads toward the south, the girls half of the playfield, where they're playing hopscotch and four square. I just keep going with him because that's what I want to do.

Some of the girls are looking at us, like they don't know what we're doing. I think some of them are also looking at Stuart because he's so good-looking. I don't blame them and I'm starting to feel like I'm the lucky one that got him.

Those games are weird, the hopscotch and the four square. I've only seen them from a distance but Stuart has me in the middle of things. He's careful that we don't get in the way while we keep moving south. Pretty soon we're at this one point where the sidewalk down the hill is at the same level as our field. Stuart walks out there.

I do, too, but then I stop.

He looks at me. "You're coming, aren't you?"

"I don't think it's okay."

He laughs. "I eat lunch at home."

I'm thinking that the playground monitor, Mrs. Ivey, is going to see us no matter if she is 150 yards off. And she's got that whistle. I turn to look for her, which is like waiting to get caught.

Stuart gets me by the neck and pulls me out of view down the hill. It is so steep that we drop away in a matter of seconds.

He goes, "I know you're hungry."

I am hungry now that I'm happy and excited. In the last five minutes, Stuart has touched me twice. First on the shoulder and then he grabbed me by the neck. I want so bad to put my arm around him and it almost seems like I can, like it wouldn't bother him.

He goes, "How come you didn't eat?"

"I wasn't really that hungry."

The hill takes us down several blocks. I may as well be in another country. There might be people there if somebody is cooking the spaghetti. The thing is, I'm really scared.

I'm scared about Mrs. Ivey, and about the people at Stuart's house. I'm pretty scared about him, too. I keep liking him more and more.

"My oldest brother will be there," he says.

I wonder how many brothers he's got. I guess I could ask but I don't like to. It's hard for me to talk to Stuart because I don't want to say the wrong thing. Also, with Stuart, if you just wait he will tell you things.

"Jeremy's a senior in high school."

I think of a question. "How many brothers do you have?"

"Three."

Stuart points out what must be his house. I might be starting to shake. I picture lots of people, and them asking me lots of questions I can't answer, like, "How do you know Stuart?"

The person who is waiting for us in the kitchen must be Jeremy. He goes, "I see we have a guest."

I don't feel so bad. He seems friendly.

Stuart goes, "This is Chip."

And then Stuart bolts from the room. I'm alone in the kitchen with Jeremy. I hope nobody else comes in that I don't know. I'm not that afraid of Jeremy. He's nice.

He goes, "How do you know Stuart?"

Teacher always tells us, "Don't start your sentence with a well because you might fall in."

We think it's pretty stupid, but it's what I'm thinking now. Don't start my sentence by going, "Well..."

I go, "From school."

"6th grade?"

"I'm 5th."

I'm getting ready to try and explain that, but I know I can't. I expect Jeremy to ask me what a 5th-grader is doing with a 6th-grader.

"This spaghetti," he says, "is baked." He takes it out of the oven.

I can't figure out where Stuart is. He needs to come back.

Jeremy goes, "You like cars?"

"Sure."

"This spaghetti is really hot."

Like Stuart does, his brother takes me by the collar and out to the street. By the grin on his face, I would say the white sports car is his.

He goes, "Hop in."

I've never ridden in one of these before. He takes me down the hill to a deli that's got milkshakes. He buys three.

On the way back up the hill, he goes, "Stuart likes vanilla."

Chapter 2
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Stuart is waiting for us in the kitchen. When I put the milkshakes on the table, he goes, "I wondered where you guys went."

They're never gonna believe this at home that I had spaghetti and a milkshake for lunch. Then I realize they are never going to find out that I did. But I'm still worried if Mrs. Ivey saw us and is going to report me.

Jeremy goes, "Chip is a world-class milkshake man. Didn't spill it in my car."

I'm glad I didn't. Also, I feel good that Jeremy knows my name. We start eating. The spaghetti is great. When I look up, I get a warm look from Stuart. Next time, I get the same look from Jeremy, who is watching us eat.

He goes, "You guys aren't in the same grade."

Stuart goes, "Nope."

I think Jeremy is a responsible man, plus I like him. He goes, "I can fit both of you in the car."

We eat the spaghetti pretty fast, and we drink the milkshakes kind of slow. But we have time to get back. I want to tell Jeremy something if I can get him alone again, that I like his brother. I'm not really gonna do it. I just want to. I want somebody to know, and Jeremy would think it was cool.

I like the car ride up the hill because Stuart is trying to avoid the gear shift, which basically puts him in my lap. It's a whole lot easier to put my arm around him than not to, so that's what I do.

It feels like I thought it would feel. Great. I just sit there holding him like you can get away with it if there's a reason. And the whole time I'm doing it I can't believe that I am. And I can't believe how happy it makes me.

Stuart looks at me. He nods. I don't know what that means. But there is that look in his eye, the one I get from him and his brother, that these guys are happy somehow.

Jeremy's got a nice car, that's for sure. He goes straight up the hill and brings us to the curb outside the girls entrance to the school. We can walk around from there.

I'm not sure what to do when I'm standing on the sidewalk and getting ready to say goodbye to Jeremy. I go, "Thanks."

"You got it," he says. "Come back and see us again."

He drives off toward the corner where me and Stuart usually begin our walk. And he turns right. He could have taken us around to the boys entrance.

"This is the best way in," Stuart says. "It confuses them."

That actually makes sense. We slip inside and then up the stairs. It's getting to where I am now going to have to say goodbye to Stuart. The way I feel about my lunch period, which was probably against the rules, is really good. I don't want to say goodbye. Or if I have to, I want to know when I am going to see him again. I have to see him. That's the way I feel.

I go, "Thanks."

"No problem."

I'm afraid that he will walk away. I can't let that happen.

I go, "Your brother is really nice."

"Yeah, he's cool."

I want to tell Stuart that he's nice, too. I'm thinking about how my arm was around him in the car. At one point, I think I took his shoulder in my hand. I'm pretty sure I did. I wonder if he noticed it, that it was more than just keeping him away from the gear shift. It was me liking him so much that I couldn't help myself.

I go, "See you in the morning?"

"I don't see why not."

I walk alone toward the other end of the hall. This is the first time I think about where they live. It's a nice house. It doesn't tell me that much about Stuart. I don't know much about Jeremy either. All I know is that I'm back in school but I went to a place that I liked.

This makes me think about walking down there after school and knocking on the door. There is no telling who would answer. Stuart's got two brothers that I've never met, plus his parents. I would just go, "Is Stuart here?"

I walk home after school and do my homework. Nothing happened with Mrs. Ivey or anything. The school hasn't contacted my parents, so me and Stuart got away with it. Or I did. It doesn't seem to be a problem for him.

My plan for the morning is that I can put my arm around him like I did in the car. That means I need to have him on my left. I need to do it when there is no reason. The only reason is that it makes me happy.

If we start doing that every morning at the wall, the high section, then I will feel good every day. If I can hold him for half a minute, I want to. When I see him at the corner, he will know what is coming next. And I will do it.

It will be even better when the mornings are cold and dark. I will hold him so close, and all the way to the end of the wall no matter if it is short at the north end. The darkness will cover us.

There will come a time when I start to see him after school and we can find a place to hold each other. Winter is good for that. The cold is always an excuse.
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September brings us another sunny day. The time we meet is early, almost like we said so but we didn't.

I can't touch him. I just can't do it. We are not in the car and that changes everything. I could tell him to tell Jeremy to take us for a drive whenever he can. That's how I can be sure of touching Stuart.

He goes, "Axel wants to meet you."

I figure that's one of his brothers. "Okay."

"He's in 8th grade."

"What about your other brother?"

We are midway through the high section of the wall. I'm not really planning to do anything. What I notice for the first time this morning is that Stuart is on my left. The shirt he's wearing is nice. It's got style. Nobody is wearing jackets to school these days.

"That's Parker," he says. "He's in 10th."

There's a resemblance between Stuart and Jeremy. I wonder about Axel and Parker.

We don't say when the meeting with Axel is. We just walk in the building together and that's it. I should have asked why Axel wants to meet me, and why Parker doesn't.

I don't see Stuart at lunchtime, so I walk around the playfield. I keep an eye on Mrs. Ivey. She's got no idea what's going on. She doesn't know that I can slip out through the girls half of the field and go and see somebody I like. She doesn't know who I like.

When school is over for the day, I imagine that Stuart leaves through the door of the girls entrance, which is also the girls exit. It just seems like he would. I always go out the boys exit and then walk back along the wall on my way home. Stuart is waiting for me at that corner we use for the morning.

He goes, "You wanna come over?"

"Is Axel there?"

"He will be."

We go up the hill before we can go down the other side.

I go, "Are you new in school?"

"No."

-
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Jeremy is on the couch when we get inside, reading a
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