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Oceanside High School

Oceanside, California

Friday, April 25, 1997

The substitute teacher at the head of our AP psychology class turned a page in the textbook. From which she was reading. Out loud. To us. As if we were in kindergarten. 

Behind me, in the back row, two kids were playing profanity hangman. To my left, Michelle Richardson was reading a paperback novel that she’d hidden in her textbook. To my right, Melanie Hayes was tapping her finger on her desk. I turned the same page in my psych text and began doodling in the margins.

Mel cleared her throat and tapped more firmly. I frowned at her; she glared back and jerked her head toward her hand.

Ah. Morse Code. We’d learned it in ninth grade so that we could communicate in class without attracting attention. I began writing the letters as she tapped them out.

T-H-I-S B-L-O-W-S

I tapped back. N-O S-H-I-T

A kid in the second row raised his hand. “Miss Hanrahan?”

How the hell did he remember the woman’s name? She looked up from the page she was reading with a scowl. “It’s Mrs. Hanrahan.”

“Yes, ma’am, sorry. I need to go to the bathroom.”

Mrs. Hanrahan checked her watch. “There are only five minutes remaining in class. You can wait.”

“But...”

“Do not argue.” Mrs. Hanrahan fixed the kid with a look, then turned back to the textbook. “Structuralism emerged from the leadership of...”

Mel tapped out, H-O-P-E H-E C-A-N H-O-L-D I-T

I issued my standard response. N-O S-H-I-T

When the bell rang, the kid who needed the bathroom bolted for the door. Everyone else followed, grumbling under their breath about Mrs. Hanrahan and the essentially wasted class. Mel said, “What are you going to do now?”

The next period was the last of the day. For the first part of the year, Mel and I had Model UN meetings during last period, but the state competition had been held in March and now our final period was free. I said, “I was gonna go to the library.”

“Me, too, but let’s go to the principal’s office first.”

“Why?”

“To report Mrs. Hanrahan. She has no business subbing in an AP class.”

I laughed. “You’re such an activist.”

“Damn straight. Come on.”

We wound our way through the halls and surge of students to the administrative offices. Mel pulled the door open—she never let me open the door for her—and we went inside. 

The receptionist, Ms. Higgins, was on the phone. She held up a finger to us and said, “That’s right. We offer Advanced Placement classes, but we don’t have the International Baccalaureate program. The closest IB program is at Vista High School. No, that’s the Vista school district, not Oceanside.” Ms. Higgins rolled her eyes at us. “No, I don’t have any information about it. You’ll need to call Vista High School for that. Of course. Goodbye.” She hung up and said, “If I had a dollar for every obnoxious parent I’ve dealt with in my career... Hello, Melanie, Jamie. What can I do for you two?”

Mel said, “We just wasted ninety minutes listening to a substitute teacher read to us from our textbook. In an AP class. We want to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“Ah.” Ms. Higgins pulled a pad of paper to the center of her desk and picked up a pen. “What class?”

I said, “AP Psychology. Our regular teacher is Ms. Chamberlain. The sub’s name is Mrs. Hanrahan.”

Mel added, “She shouldn’t be teaching AP classes. She probably shouldn’t be teaching high school, period.”

“All right. I’ll make sure that Mr. Ridenour sees this.” Mr. Ridenour was the assistant principal in charge of the AP program.

Mel said, “Thank you. Will Ms. Chamberlain be back on Monday?”

“I believe so.”

“Perfect. Thank you, Ms. Higgins.”

“You’re welcome.”

When we emerged back into the hallways, they were nearly deserted. I said, “Crap. We’ve gotta hurry.”

“Nah. Nobody’s gonna stop us to check our hall passes.”

Mel was right. Nobody stopped us. 
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Camp Pendleton

Usually, I walked home from school with Mel and her girlfriend—and my best friend—Alison Fortner. Mel, Ali, and I all lived within a few blocks of each other and had been walking to school together since grade school. Fridays in the spring, however, were different. After school, I said goodbye to Mel and Ali as my ride pulled to the curb. 

Robbie Harrison had gone to school with us from third grade through middle school, but he was attending a different high school—El Camino High, the other high school in Oceanside—because he had a better shot at playing football. The plan had worked; Robbie was the starting quarterback on the team. Today, he was driving his seventeenth birthday present, a 1997 Firebird. A ridiculous car, in my opinion. Robbie was six feet tall, and I was an inch taller, and we both had trouble getting in and out of the thing.

I folded myself into the car and said, “Hey.”

“Hey. I need to go straight home.”

“That’s cool. I’ll call my dad when we get there.”

Robbie, an only child, lived with his parents at Camp Pendleton. Robbie’s father was a full colonel in the Marines, and the Harrisons lived in one of the fanciest houses on base. Robbie had his own TV. My house was...crowded. 

Not to mention, there was a whole friends-with-benefits situation.

I spent as much time as possible at Robbie’s.

Robbie parked in the driveway. He stuck his key in the front door, but the door pushed open before he turned the key. He muttered, “Shit. Dad keeps telling her to lock the door.”

“Good thing you got home first.”

He grunted an assent and locked the door behind us as we entered.

We found Robbie’s mom at the kitchen table, leaning on her hand, her eyelids at half-mast. Robbie said, “Mom. You left the door unlocked again.”

She roused slightly but barely moved. “Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry. Thanks for reminding me.” She seemed to register my presence. “Jamie, how are you?”

“Fine, thanks, Mrs. Harrison. Do you mind if I use your phone to call my dad?”

“‘Course not. Go ahead.”

“Thank you.” I moved to the wall where the phone was mounted and punched in my dad’s office number. He answered, “School of Infantry, Sgt. Brodie.”

“Hey, dad, it’s me. I’m at Robbie’s. Can you pick me up on the way home?”

“Hey, sport, sure thing. Should be the usual time.”

“Okay, cool. See you then.” I said goodbye.

Robbie said, “We’re gonna go upstairs, Mom.”

“Okay.” She blinked slowly. “Why don’t you get some money from my purse? Take your girlfriends to the movies this weekend.”

I said, “Wow, thanks, Mrs. Harrison.”

She languidly waved that off. “Don’t mention it. Just have a good time.” She lurched to her feet, hanging onto the edge of the table for balance. “Think I’ll take a nap.” 

I said, “It’s nice to see you, Mrs. Harrison. Thanks again.”

She made her way out of the kitchen, dragging her hand against the wall to keep a straight line. We watched her go, then Robbie turned to her purse and extracted some bills. “Think $100 is enough for dinner and a movie for the four of us?”

“Jeez, Robbie, a hundred bucks? Won’t she miss it?”

He snorted. “Are you serious? She has no idea how much she has. Besides, she took it from my dad.”

“Does she seriously think that Mel is my girlfriend?”

“Who knows?” Robbie folded the bills and tucked them into his pocket. “Come on.”

I followed Robbie up the stairs. Mrs. Harrison’s bedroom door was closed; apparently, she’d made it safely. Robbie’s room was at the front of the house. He closed the door behind us, locked it, then grabbed me by the shoulders and marched me backwards to the bed. 

I laughed as I tried to keep from tripping. “Jeez, Robbie. Desperate much?”

“You have no idea.” He gave me a gentle shove.

I flopped back onto the bed as dramatically as possible. “Ooh, Robbie, you’re so big and strong.”

“Ha ha. Time to be quiet now.” He reached for the zipper on my jeans.

When we were done, we cleaned up in Robbie’s bathroom, then found his football in the closet and headed for the front yard. I asked, “Do you need to check on your mom?”

“Nah. She’ll be fine.”

I had doubts but didn’t pursue it. If Robbie wasn’t worried about his own mother, then I wasn’t going to make it my business. “What are you doing this summer?”

He scowled. “Summer school. I have to bring my grades up in English and Spanish, and I have to work three days a week in Representative Bilbray’s office. And spend time with Scare-ity.”

Robbie was “dating” a girl from his high school named Charity. She was scary—a fundamentalist Baptist. Robbie was dating her for appearances—so no one would suspect that he was gay, or bi, or whatever he was—and to keep his father off his back. 

Unfortunately, Charity wasn’t in on the charade. She was head over heels with Robbie, and was constantly gifting him with stuffed animals, notebooks full of awful poetry, and humorous couple t-shirts. I’d never met the girl, and I felt terrible for her. At the beginning of the school year, Robbie and Charity had signed a chastity pledge.

I’d laughed until I’d nearly given myself an asthma attack. 

Unfortunately, Robbie was still adamant that he was straight, and that what he and I did in the afternoons didn’t count. I argued with him about it occasionally, but I’d mostly given up.

I said, “You’re gonna be a busy boy.”

He snorted and threw the ball harder. “I don’t wanna talk about it. What are you doing this summer?”

“Working. Plowing through my reading list for senior year. Hanging out with Kevin before he leaves.”

“Is Jeff coming home?”

“Yeah, for the first part of the summer. In August he’s going to his girlfriend’s family’s farm.”

“Where’s that?”

“Near Tulare.” In California’s Central Valley.

At Thanksgiving, my oldest brother Jeff had come home from his freshman year at Stanford with a cheerful, talkative blonde named Valerie Collins. They met in biology class and immediately clicked. Both were passionate about animals and farming and had similar goals for the future—Jeff was pre-vet, and Val was majoring in biology. 

Jeff wasn’t anything like Kevin or me. He was a total introvert who preferred the company of animals to people. Growing up, he’d usually stayed in a corner with his nose stuck in a book, and he ran cross-country, the most solitary sport in existence. But being in Val’s presence had transformed him. I’d never seen him as animated as he was with her.

I asked Robbie, “You aren’t flunking English and Spanish, are you?”

“No, but I’m getting Cs in both. Not good enough for the Naval Academy.”

“Oh, God. Your dad hasn’t given that up yet?”

“No, and he’s not going to.”

I used falsetto. “Oh, you’ll look so handsome in your dress whites, getting married to Charity...”

“Shut up!” Robbie hurled the ball at me, over my head.

I ran for it and caught it on my fingertips, just as a black Mercedes pulled into the driveway. Robbie’s father.

Robbie hissed, “Fuck! What is he doing here early?”

Col. Harrison drove into the garage and parked, then walked onto the driveway. “Robert. What are you doing?”

Wasn’t it obvious? Robbie was rigid with fear. He said, “Practicing football, sir.”

“You should be studying. Where’s your mother?”

“Napping, sir.”

Col. Harrison’s eyes flicked to me. “Time for your friend to go home.”

Fortunately, at that moment, I spotted my dad’s Volvo wagon turning the corner onto the street. I said, “Going home, sir.”

Col. Harrison’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t respond. “Inside, Robert.”

“Yes, sir.” 

I tossed the football underhanded to Robbie as I crossed the lawn. He caught it and reached into his pocket. “This is yours, isn’t it?”

He was holding the ball out to me, a plea in his eyes. I took it and found that Robbie had concealed the money his mother had given him against the side of the ball. 

Ah. If Col. Harrison found the money, there’d be uncomfortable questions ahead. I palmed the money and handed the ball back to him. “Nope, this one’s yours.”

“Oh, right. See ya.”

“Yeah, see ya.” I waited until Col. Harrison’s back was to me, then slipped the money into my pocket. As I got into my dad’s car, the garage door went down.

Dad said, “Hey, sport, what’s up?”

“Col. Harrison came home. Robbie wasn’t expecting him.”

“Is that bad?”

“Probably.” I dug the money out of my pocket and explained to my dad how I got it. “But we might not be going to the movies tomorrow after all.”

Dad shook his head. “He’s ruining that kid.”

“What’s his reputation on base?”

“Everyone below colonel thinks he’s an asshole.”

“They’re right.”

“Seems so.” Dad glanced at me, concern on his face. “Listen, I have to tell you something. Sarge is going home at the end of May.”

Sarge was my grandfather, Dad’s father, who’d come from Beaufort, South Carolina to help raise us when our mom had been killed by a drunk driver when I was six months old. Sarge and I had always been super-close until, when I was fifteen, I came out to my family. He hadn’t spoken to me since. He barely looked at me.

A rock formed in the pit of my stomach. “Home? As in South Carolina home?”

“Yeah.”

I slumped in my seat. “He hates me that much.”

“He doesn’t hate you, Jamie. He just doesn’t know how to talk to you. He’s not...” Dad sighed. “I hoped he’d be more adaptable. But he’s seventy-four years old. He’s not.”

I knew my tone was bitter. I didn’t care. “He can’t wait to get away from me.”

“No, that’s not true.” Dad reached out and squeezed my arm. “But your senior year is gonna be stressful enough. You don’t need to be tiptoeing around at home, worrying about Sarge.”

“I won’t have Kevin as a buffer.”

“Exactly. So it’ll be just you and me.” He smiled at me. “We’ll have a terrific year.”

That thought cheered me somewhat. “Yeah.”
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819 S. Tremont St. 

Oceanside

When we went through the back door of our house, Sarge was stirring something on the stove. Since it was Friday, it had to be spaghetti sauce. He looked past me at Dad. “Looked like some bills in the mail today.”

“Okay.”

I kept going to the front of the house, into the bedroom I shared with Kevin. He was sitting on the twin bed that had been Jeff’s, across the room from our bunk beds. He glanced up from the book in his lap. “Hey.”

I threw my backpack on the lower bunk and dropped down beside it. “Sarge is leaving next month.”

“Yeah, he told me. He says it’s because he needs to get back to the house.” My grandfather still owned the house my dad grew up in.

“Wrong. He wants to get away from me.”

Kevin’s gaze was steady on me. “You’ll be better off without him. You won’t have to try to avoid him in a house that’s too small to avoid anyone.”

“I guess.” I didn’t want to think about it anymore. “What are you studying?”

“American history.”

“Ugh.”

He grinned, knowing my partiality to European history. “What are you doing this weekend?”

“Ali and I have lawns tomorrow, then we’ll come to your game.” Kevin was the starting catcher on Oceanside High School’s baseball team.

“Good. You and Robbie doing something tomorrow evening?”

“Maybe not.” I told him about the scene with Robbie’s dad.

“Huh.” He eyed me. “You need a real boyfriend.”

I snorted in derision. “Not in Oceanside.”

“I guess not.”

I turned my backpack upside down and dumped its contents onto my bed, just as I heard my grandfather’s voice from the hallway. “Soup’s on.”

Kevin tossed his book aside and hopped to his feet. “Come on.”

Sarge was a decent cook, at least when it came to the basics. We ate the same things every week—spaghetti, sloppy Joes, pork chops with roasted potatoes and vegetables, chili, fried chicken and mashed potatoes, baked chicken and mashed potatoes, and loaded baked potatoes. Ground beef, chicken, and potatoes. The pork chop meal was as fancy as we got. I didn’t remember the last time I’d eaten steak. Occasionally, someone my dad knew would go deep-sea fishing and bring back a fish for us, and Dad would marinate it, then grill it. 

On our birthdays, Dad would cook our favorite meal. Mine was shrimp and grits, so I had that to look forward to in about three weeks. 

I didn’t remember ever saying grace at our table. After my mom was killed, all traces of religious belief had flown out the windows of our house. My dad was a confirmed atheist. I had no idea what my grandfather believed, but whatever it was, it wasn’t strong enough to overcome my dad’s unbelief. So, once we were all seated at the table









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
~ MegPerry

Jamie
Brodie
. Mystery.






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





