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        For my family and friends,

        who just knew I could pull this twisty little tale off.

        I dare say I think I’ve done it.

        Thanks for believing all along.
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      The gun was real.

      This was all supposed to be for play—a way to work out our emotions and earn some money for college. Then I pointed the barrel right at Cowboy’s face and pulled the trigger. He nearly said my name before I silenced him. Not my real name, but my now name—Damsel.

      The gun was real.

      What have I done?
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      Walking through this hallway is fucking suffocating.

      “So pumped for Friday, man!” The slap to my back is hard and swift. I don’t even know the beefy guy who’s hand that was. I pretend I do, though.

      “Hell, yeah!” There’s a smile on my face. My voice booms. It’s all fake. The tie around my neck is too tight. My arms want to bust through the sleeves of the pressed cotton. I want to break through these buttons.

      Friday. Game day. Pep rally.

      Lockland High cuts classes short every Friday for these things. I’m failing trig, but I get to leave it early to yell about how awesome it is to throw a ball forty yards. I need to be there to let other people yell about it.

      Nobody yells about how awesome they are at trig.

      The burnouts are leaving campus. They like Fridays because the gates are open and there’s nobody around to hold them hostage. It’s acceptable ditching. The tool in my trig class is right next to me, but in five more steps, he’ll veer left while I go right. The dude’s probably the only person with a worse grade than me. He rarely shows up, and when he does, he’s always nodding off, probably from whatever shit he popped before school. I work my ass off to learn this stuff, but our grades are basically the same. That says something about fruitless effort.

      The crowd is getting thick. The gym doors are narrow, which doesn’t leave much room for dozens of fidgety teenagers with backpacks and egos to funnel through. It’s a goddamn fire hazard.

      The burnout to my left bumps into me. This is when I’m supposed to react, tell him to watch it or call him something like douchebag or loser. It’s not his fault—it’s crowded in here. I call him a loser anyway. His head turns toward me while his feet turn the other way, to the left . . . out of the building. I’m hit with a brief scowl, but that’s all he has. In these hallways, I’m a god, and he’s a nobody—a ghost who slips through walls and falls down cracks in systems.

      The band is blaring through the second pass of our fight song. I’m right on time.

      Time to pretend. Time to be the man.

      “Let’s go, Matadors! On to victory!”

      Our class president is this tiny girl with long black hair that she always wears pulled back into this perfect ponytail with a black and yellow bow wrapped around it. School spirit. The bow is bigger than her head. Her voice is shrill.

      “Let’s go, Matadors!”

      Piercing.

      I wonder if this is really her, or if she’s pretending too.

      The team waits at the far end of the gym. The bleachers are full, booming with energy, the right side filled with freshmen and sophomores trying to prove they have more spirit than the left side where the upperclassmen only participate in the shouting fest because they want to make the younger ones feel small. It’s a cycle. When I was a freshman, the juniors and seniors did it to our class. It’s tradition. An excuse for bullying.

      It's lame as hell.

      I throw my fist up and pump it once. The smirk creeps onto my mouth. I fucking hate that I still feel the adrenaline from this. It’s selfish. I eat up the accolades. It feels good, though . . . like a drug. I’m so dependent on this feeling. It’s literally all I have.

      Sugar is ten steps away. He’s my bro, the one guy who really knows how I feel. He pretends just like I do, though. He’s been catching my passes since we were six and playing flag football in the neighborhood park. Coach says I make him look good, but really, he’s the one with the talent. In a way, he’s made me lazy. I don’t have to think about where I lay that ball in the air because I know he’ll get it, even if his body is mangled by the effort.

      Ball first, body later.

      Coach should get busted for drilling that mantra into our heads. He won’t though, not ever. We win, so nobody gives a shit about the cost. Collin Howard was the starting QB when I was a freshman, and now he can’t turn his neck to the left . . . like, at all.

      Sugar’s six-foot-two and his body is lean. His parents are from Haiti. I don’t think they would care if he quit the game. It scares them, every time he gets knocked around and crushed on the field by some guy who’s half his height but twice as thick. In his house, family is everything.

      I’m jealous of him for it. Glory reigns in our house. All my old man sees are the words engraved on plaques, and he only truly pays attention if words like best or most or first are etched on the surface.

      My friend’s eyes lock with mine, and we launch at each other, shoulders bashing together in the air while we shout “Boom!” Sugar’s laugh comes out thick and raspy. The rush from the attention has hit him; he’s on the ride now. I’m still catching up.

      My body shakes from the body checks that come at me from every direction. Laughter boils in my gut. I’ll be washed over in the euphoria soon. The chants from the crowd fill me up.

      “Cowboy! Cowboy! Cowboy!”

      It’s my nickname. It’s what they called my dad back in the day. Some game announcer made it up because he said my dad’s arm “fired out shots like a six-shooter.” It’s stuck with the family, I guess. I like it. I genuinely like it. It’s about the only way me and the great Leland Nash are alike. That and our wavy hair, blue eyes, and broad chest made to support unnaturally long arms. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that my father genetically engineered me with all of his best physical traits.

      My arms in the air, I give the crowd what they want. I acknowledge them and their love for me. I spread my arms wide and turn, feeling the stretch of my dress clothes against my muscles as I spin and acknowledge my team, spreading the love. Their big hands thunder with clapping while their faces contort with aggression. We won’t play a game for six more hours, but the fuel seeps into our veins.

      By the time we hit the field, we’ll be boiling with it, and our power will explode in our opponents’ faces. That’s how you become undefeated. That’s how you win back-to-back state championships. Sure, yeah . . . you earn it. But you also will it into existence.

      We are menaces on the football field because we transform into beasts every Friday night. That high doesn’t leave until the early morning hours, either, until the buzz from alcohol and victory fades and regret for fooling around with Sonny Heaton in her daddy’s barn takes over.

      Every Friday. September through Christmas. Three years running. Why the fuck Sonny still opens her window and sneaks out to meet me, drunk off my ass and horny as hell, I’ll never know. We don’t even like each other anymore. It’s just become part of the routine. We’re a cheerleader-football player hook-up trope.

      The mic finds its way to my hand and the words leave my mouth on rote.

      “I feel ya, Matadors!” My lips brush against the mic; that’s how you get your voice to really echo in this gym. The speaker shrieks from my volume. The purists in the room don’t bother to cover their ears, instead they scream louder and feed the noise.

      “A’right, a’right.” My right arm hangs in the air in front of me, hand motioning downward, requesting everyone to sit, to quiet. They obey. Goddamn, I’m powerful. My chest fills with the drug, and I feel the divot form over the right side of my mouth. It’s the cocky smile I wear when I become him—Cowboy.

      A squiggle of light brown hair falls over my right eye and I blow at it. There’s a group of sophomore girls sitting on the first row of bleachers at my side and they giggle nervously. My body reacts. I glance their way and wink as I tuck my hair back in place. When the blonde with the tight belly shirt grabs the arm of the short brunette sitting next to her, I know she’s mine. She’s too young, but she can give me things. She can bring me beer at the party tonight, and maybe I’ll set her up with one of the sophomores on varsity. She’ll go along with it because hooking up with those guys is like being with me, like a rung in a ladder.

      I can’t think about who the lucky guy will be now, though. I’ve got things to do.

      “Oak Forest thinks they’ve got a shot tonight, but we know they don’t!” I pause for the shouting to kick in. It’s a collage of fuck yeahs and hell nos. The teachers don’t do shit because they’re in on it, too. When we win, it’s good for everyone. Football is our form of government. High schools in Illinois thrive on it. Ballgames bring in dollars; not directly, but the money funnels in a lot of ways that would never be if the lights didn’t glow on that field every Friday. The more we win, the more we all get. That’s why it’s okay to love us—to put us on pedestals.

      Trickle-down economics at its best.

      “We’re going to crush them!” That word—crush—it crawls from deep inside my belly. I feel it. I’ve unleashed my beast with that word. Thunderous foot stomping echoes against my bones, fueling my pulse until they match. It’s hard to tell who is leading, my seven hundred classmates all pounding their feet against rickety metal, or me.

      I think it’s me.

      Coach brushes his arm against mine, calming me as I turn to relinquish the mic—the power. A proud smile turns up the sides of his mouth. I’ve done well. I like his approval almost as much as I like everyone else’s.

      “That’s why we call him Cowboy!” His hand clasps against mine and our fingers wrap around each other’s palms, muscles flexed. “Nobody better, son. Nobody better.”

      My soul coos and my breath steadies. I flash the same smile to Coach and back away to take my seat in the center chair that sits directly under the basketball hoop. Everyone hears him, but they’re all still looking at me. I feed off their stares.

      There’s an art to sitting just right in this chair, much as there’s an art to being me. My legs jut out, one a little farther than the other, to take up space. My back slumps just enough to rest my bicep on the seatback, my body tilted to the side to make me look cool. I reach up to my collar and pull a little to loosen the grip my tie has around my neck. I’ve gotten bigger in the last few minutes. I need room to breathe.

      My eyes roam the expanse of the gym and the words I’ve heard before drone in my ears. I don’t even listen to the speech anymore. It’s just words. Respect and team and leadership and how you make us men, blah . . . blah . . . blah. I long ago learned there are things people need to say and things they want to say. I pay attention to the latter. It gets to the truth.

      Our class president sits with her knees together, ankles crossed, and a stack of papers in her lap. She’d be cute if it weren’t for the uptight expression she wears like permanent skin.

      I bet she’s not failing trig. Maybe I should ask her to tutor me. I wonder if she could handle it.

      I laugh silently at my thought. The challenge of it, of getting her to help me and then watching her fall in love, is super tempting. The beast side of me likes shit like that—toying with girls. I’m too gone right now to acknowledge how sexist it is, though maybe not because I did just think it. I simply don’t care.

      Her eyes are so sexy. Thick, black lashes bat while she reads whatever lame shit is written on the notepad in her lap. Some spirit week list, I’m sure. I wonder if she has a boyfriend. I’ve never really paid attention to her other than the last thirty seconds. The most I’ve seen of her is when she’s marching around the hallways with her goody-two-shoes followers from student council. It’s possible she’s got a boyfriend, but something tells me she’s never even been kissed. That’s probably how she’s so successful. Focused and driven—her sights are on school while mine are on touchdowns and Daddy’s praise. And Sonny Heaton’s tits.

      As she bends down, her hair slides along her neck and shoulder, spilling down her bare skin like an oil spill. I bet it’s soft and silky like those hair commercials brag on TV. The urge to walk over there and rip out that bow that holds it back is strong. That would be much too animalistic, though. There’s a line, and I’ve learned people like you to walk right up to it but never cross. Instead, I settle into my chair at a broader slant and steady my gaze on her until those lashes flit a few times and her vivid golden eyes meet mine. My mouth ticks up higher.

      “Hi,” I mouth.

      She blinks once.

      I’ve made her nervous. It’s cute. I’m about to pucker my lips and really get her going with an air kiss when her stare falls back to her lap. Her legs shift as she flips over the page on top and clicks her pen so she can scribble some notes. I guess it’s possible she didn’t even see me.

      My eyes trail down to the floor, to her bag stuffed with books and folders, a tan scarf tied around the loop of her backpack so she doesn’t lose it. I glance back up when her toes start to tap, and I’m surprised to find her gaze waiting for me. I blow her a kiss without looking fully. I should have waited, should have taken in my surroundings. I got sloppy. On the field, this would cost me. Here, it’s a blow to my ego.

      The bright pink polish on her nail flashes with the tap of her finger along the front of the notepad she is now holding up for me to read. The black ink is just thick enough to see.

      ASSHOLE

      My eyes slant while my mind registers her dig at me. I’ve been called that word plenty of times, but for some reason this one feels super personal. It’s surprising. She’s breaking the rules by stepping outside her perfectly composed character. I puff out a laugh and shift in my chair, drawing my feet in and leaning forward with my elbows on my knees and hands cupped together, ready to break apart and clap.

      The end of coach’s speech is coming, so I start to applaud early, letting the thunder of my followers build behind me. My eyes remain on the back of my coach’s knees, on the crooked line creased in his gray dress pants. My thoughts, however, race around the goody-two-shoes prude-ass bitch who just called me out on a yellow legal pad.

      Who the fuck does she think she is?
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      Four thousand chocolate bars.

      That’s what a trip to DC is going to take. No other senior class has been able to pull it off, but no other senior class had me. Fundraising sales is my superpower. When I joined the Pumpkin Patch Girls group at our church when I was four, I took the crown for most candle sales in a single year. First grade coupon books? No problem. I won my family a new television set for beating everyone else in our district. Junior high was baseball tickets for the town’s minor league team, an impossible sell for most because our team is consistently in last place and fields the players least likely to ever see time in the majors. I sold out the outfield bleachers and won myself a new bike.

      All of that, yet these chocolate bars legit keep me awake at night like a soul haunting me. It’s because of people like him.

      “We’re going to crush them!” Everyone calls him Cowboy. I can’t think of anyone more opposite from a chivalrous ranger than he is, though. He chews girls up and spits them out, leaving their reputations in shreds. Poor Sonny—I think he’s had her hopes jump up and down so many times now she’s simply flatlined. I’ve watched him pull his ass off our lawn in a drunken state at sunrise more times than I can count. And for whatever reason, he always has to squeal his damn wheels when he pulls out of our street. His nickname really should be Outlaw.

      Despite it all, I need him. If I’m going to sell enough chocolate to get our student council officers a free ride to the national conference in DC, the football team is going to have to be my endorsement. For whatever reason, underclassmen and females who dig on boys will do whatever these guys say. I need them to tell people to buy this chocolate. I need them to make everyone in this school chocolate fiends—addicts—for six weeks.

      My lap buzzes where my phone is tucked under my notepad. I slip it out enough to see the screen and read the text from my mom.

      MOM: Lana can’t babysit. She picked up an extra shift. Can you skip the meeting and watch Angelica and Bea until I get off at 4? Thanks.

      I press my finger to my screen to respond, tapping out the word NO and letting it sit there for a few seconds before erasing it and sliding my phone back under the scribbled-on pages in my lap. I don’t need to answer. I’ll be there. I do what’s expected of me, what’s asked—I do it all.

      The weight of everyone and everything mingles with my hopes and dreams and suffocates me for a few seconds. The words on my page, the notes for my speech, swirl and blur. I’m going to faint if I don’t breathe. I draw in long and deep, eyelids fluttering in a panic. Please let the words clear up, let the brightness leave the edges of my periphery, the sweat stop at my pores and heat leave my body.

      I’m fine. I can do this. Bio test Monday, economics test Tuesday, paper due Friday . . . chocolate orders due in six weeks. Plenty of time.

      The world rights and I blink one last time, everything beyond my knees becoming clear again. My eyes meet his in my first solid breath since fear took over my chest. He’s my reaper. Not him, exactly, but his type. The ones who have it so easy, who don’t have to work hard. He probably doesn’t even want all of the glory these people give him.

      “Hi.” His mouth bends with the word.

      My heart thumps once, hard. It’s painful. I don’t need him noticing me now. He’s not the guy I need right now, when he’s like this. He’ll screw it all up, think I’m here to flirt rather than accomplish something bigger. Girls like me don’t go to Washington, DC. The middle child in a line of five girls, I’m stuck between hand-me-downs and chores my two baby sisters aren’t old enough to handle. My hand is scratching out the word before I realize what I’ve written. I’m focused, and a charming smile isn’t enough to ruin years of planning.

      I flip the notebook on its side for him to read.

      ASSHOLE

      His mouth moves with the word. I don’t think he even realizes that his lips do this. He chuckles, which irritates me, so I flatten my notepad and resolve to not look at him again . . . not until he’s out of beast-mode and ready to barter a few favors. I know he’s failing trig. I can teach math to monkeys. He can sell four thousand bars of chocolate.

      Cowboy and me, we need to talk.

      Just not now.

      I get the mic back while everyone’s filing out. They aren’t supposed to leave until the band starts playing, but nobody enforces that. I’m not sure why I bother to write notes for my speech. It’s really more of an announcement, but this is my chance to get the easy ones.

      “Hey, everyone!”

      I don’t get the same volume and feedback he gets when I shout into the mic. Some people actually cover their ears. It’s infuriating.

      “Just a few things to cover on your way out . . .”

      I’m supposed to start with the color theme, the bleacher rules, the good sportsmanship clause. If I go through all of that first, there might be seventeen people left to hear what I really want them to hear.

      “Remember that the student council concession booth will be open tonight, and we’re not just selling popcorn and sodas. We have a chocolate special! One bar for five, two for eight! And every single bit of profit comes back here, to Lockland.”

      I’m pretty sure the word profit flew over most of their heads. They heard chocolate, though. People cheered at that. If half of them remember and show up at the booth, we’ll be set.

      Principal Lee’s eyes meet mine as I clear my throat, so I flow right into the rest of my duties. As I figured, the gym is empty when I get to the end of the code of conduct spiel. I say every word of it anyhow, because Principal Lee is less than a dozen feet away and his arms are crossed over his chest.

      I press the off switch at the side of the mic when I’m done and walk the few steps between us to hand it to him. He grabs at it with a jerk.

      “What was that?”

      I know what he means.

      “What do you mean?”

      This is just posturing.

      His chin dips.

      “You can’t go rogue like that. Listen, I know this chocolate sale is important to you, and I know how much you want that trip for Council, but we have to encourage good sportsmanship as early and as often as possible. It’s how we cover our rear ends.”

      He actually pats his hip to accentuate his point.

      “I did talk about it.”

      “At the end,” he argues.

      My mouth clamps tight, holding back the boil while my nostrils flair. Maybe just one tiny remark. Maybe just a little passive aggression.

      “Color themes rank higher in importance, huh?” It slips out, and I might be okay but I already feel my eyes finishing their roll.

      “School spirit for more than a select few of you who are trying to go on a very privileged, very expensive vacation? Yeah . . . it’s more important.” Vacation is a low blow. Besides, it’s not like he didn’t go on this trip when he was in high school. He bragged about his experience when the organizer made the presentation to us last year.

      “Okay, sir. Whatever you need to tell yourself.” I cup my mouth quickly. That little quip—that one I didn’t see coming.

      Narrowed eyes glare down at me, and this time it’s his nostrils flaring.

      I don’t hear any of the words that leave his mouth. All I hear is the ripping sound of the detention slip as he tears it from his thick pad. The crunch of the paper being tucked into my open palm barely registers before the brightness creeps in again. I won’t be able to catch it this time. It’s too late. I’m already falling.

      The floor . . . it’s cold.
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      “You got any junk?”

      I nod short and swift at the bulky man-child tugging at the sleeve of his ill-fitting jersey in front of me. Half of my customers are on our football team. Most of them come here to buy weed, but the good ones, the ones who take a beating on the field, they like the oxy and the shit laced with oxy. I always make bank on Friday afternoons. Dull the pain before it comes, that’s the Matador way!

      “My prices went up.” I sniff and glance down the alley. Truth is, most of my customers could beat the shit out of me. Thank God they’re too dim to realize that. It’s all about performance in this business. I act like I’m a dangerous dude, and in their haze of desperation, they believe it to be true. I dress the part—skater shoes, black jeans, oversized hoodie—almost always black—and beanie stuffed down over my unruly hair. My muscles are made from jumping fences and flying off my board messing around at the park at night with my friend-ish Jackson while I wait on Sal to show up. I’m scrappy, but I sure as shit ain’t strong.

      “But you still have it, right?” This guy will pay whatever I ask. He’s on edge, and tonight’s game must be a big deal. I can ask for more than I thought. Good. I need more than I thought.

      “Yeah.” I twist my backpack around to my front and pull out one of the pre-packed sandwich bags. I put my baby sister Gia’s lunch in these same bags.

      I know this guy—Christian Miller. We were friends once—sorta—back in the days of fourth grade tetherball. I’ve always been tall, so I was always good at the game. Christian was short back then. I was his god. Still am, I guess, though for entirely different reasons.

      “Sixty.” I clutch the bag, showing him just enough to stir his salivary glands.

      Fucking addict.

      He pulls a wad of twenties from his back pocket. I should have said eighty. He peels three bills away and hands them to me, and the exchange is seamless. He’s out of the alleyway before I blink and stuff the bills in my front pocket.

      The air is becoming crisp. It’s one of those Illinois falls that shows all signs of an early winter. I can almost smell the snow coming. My lips form an O and I breathe out to test whether I can see the fog. Not yet, but soon.

      It’s slower than most Fridays. I know the pep rally is done because I’ve had three customers. But three is usually seven. Sometimes eight. The shift in business has my suspicions piqued. I sniffle in and reach behind my neck to throw my hoodie up over my messy hair. It’s worse than usual—I didn’t get up this morning in time to shower.

      An engine idles to a slow stop just around the corner and my heart kicks with instant panic. I lean forward and catch the gaze of the female driver. She’s a mom. I see the baby carrier locked into the back seat. Mom glances into the rearview mirror to check on her sleeping child while still keeping an eye on me.

      Look out, lady. Goblin boy might steal your baby.

      She rushes out of the car with her keys in her hand, sharp ends poking through her knuckles. She unclasps the carrier from the back seat and hooks it over her arm, striding away from her gray sedan and making sure to beep the lock three times.

      My heartbeat settles back to normal. I chuckle as I lean back into the brick wall, my knee bent and foot flat against the rough concrete someone used to patch a crack. I’m not what people see. I don’t use the shit I sell, and I don’t carry a gun. Fuck that, I barely know how to use one. I have one tattoo, and it’s personal, and I don’t show it to anyone. Yeah, I used to use, but that’s bad for business. And really, a person can only dull reality for so long before they have to add more layers of pills and smoke and shit on top of it. The only way that path ends is buried. The money, though? Money cuts through all the bullshit.

      Money is my way out. Out of this town, out of this family, out of this deck of cards I was dealt. In one year’s time, I’ll have enough to change my name, move to the other side of the country, and start over from scratch. I’ll be able to invent a new me, one nobody knows. And Paul, my stepdad, will get every single thing that’s coming to him.

      Twenty more minutes pass without hope of another customer. My pocket feels light. Today’s haul was less than two-hunny. Plus, now I have a shit-ton of product that I can’t bring home because Paul will find it and keep it for himself.

      My system is complicated. Mom’s ex-boyfriend Sal meets me on Tuesdays at Pinky’s Hot Dogs on Main, across the street from the pain clinic where he works. I give him his cut from the last week, and he gives me enough skimmed prescription pills to meet the demands of Lockland High. I have Tuesday night to bag things up, Wednesday morning to hide my shit in the lining of my backpack, and Thursday and Friday to make my sales and clear out my inventory. The backpack lining is my sixth hiding spot. It’s only a matter of time before Paul goes on a major bender and rips through that too in search of a fix.

      Pulling my bag snug against my back, I peek from the sides of my hoodie as I exit my not-so-discreet alley and dash across the street to head home. The gray skies are heavy, like walking under a blanket. Even the traffic sounds are dulled. The pounding of our high school drumline breaks through the thick air, and it gives me an idea. If the band hasn’t hit the road for the game yet, the doors aren’t locked.

      My pace picks up to make it in time, and my pulse ratchets higher with every step. The panic is familiar, and constant. I continuously look over my shoulder, ready for a hand to grip my neck and yank. I easily make it to the back of the school, and the gates aren’t yet locked. The first set of doors doesn’t open, and when the left side of the second set is locked, my teeth clench. The right side opens freely, though, and I swear I hear angels sing and feel the warm glow of heavenly light at my luck. Because yeah, making sure I can hide my scripts at school is what the fine folks up in heaven are worried about right now.

      Lockers are a privilege at Lockland. No clue why I still have one. Probably because it’s in a shitty spot, low to the floor and just outside a bank of restrooms. I give a quick glance left and right and hold my breath, listening to make sure I’m alone. I drop to my knees and turn the dial to my combination then cautiously lift up on the lock, opening the door wide enough to slip my backpack inside. I’m tempted to lock my money inside too, but I like keeping it on my body. This cash is probably the only thing I would ever fight someone over.

      The locker shuts with a soft click. I fall back on my ass and gasp out a breathy laugh. My palms slide back and I tilt my chin to the ceiling. My eyes close, testing how a relieved smile feels for just a beat. That’s all I get, too, because the shift in position makes it impossible not to hear whoever is sobbing in the girls’ bathroom just to my left.

      My head rolls to the side and I reach with one palm to push back my hood and tug my beanie from my head so I can hear better. It’s a pretty steady stream of sniffles. I’ve gotta get out of here before whoever is crying in there makes it to this hallway.

      Why am I not moving?

      I don’t think I’ve blinked once since my eyes landed on the checkered tile floor that disappears around the corner into the girls’ bathroom. There’s something achingly beautiful in the sound of this girl’s cries, which I know . . . that’s a shitty thing to think. I can’t explain it any other way, though. It’s familiar, and my lips part just enough to push out a scratchy cry of my own to see if the tone matches hers.

      It doesn’t.

      I blink.

      “Shit.” The word comes out louder than my failed attempt to cry. I sit forward and fold my arms on my knees and rub the puffy feeling away from my eyes. I should be halfway home by now, but instead I’m sitting on the concrete floor in a hallway of a place I hate. I think maybe this girl, whoever she is, hates it here too.

      Palms flat on the floor, I pull my legs in and lift myself to stand, taking quiet steps closer to the ladies room. I feel like a pervert.

      “Hey,” I say at my normal volume. Her sniffles pause.

      I reach the door that’s propped open with a wedge and rap my knuckles against it to announce my presence.

      “You can clean in here. I’m done,” she says, clearing her throat to mask the tears she probably just wiped away. She obviously thinks I’m the janitor.

      It’s a terrible idea, but I step over that small threshold where the hallway concrete floor transitions into tiny octagon tiles and wrap my hand around the wall blocking my view. I could still leave. In fact, that’s probably what she wants. Yet . . .

      “No, I’m not . . . here to clean?” I shrug, hidden behind the wall. I pull my hand down and flatten it over my face. I’m making this worse. I step into her view and peel my fingers from my eyes. “Just making sure you were all right.”

      I’ve seen her before. Maybe. I think she might be a tutor or something, probably in one of the classes I rarely go to. She hugs her backpack to her chest, and her cheeks are wet. The white parts of her eyes are bloodshot, and she’s squeezing herself and her massive bag so hard that I think she’s trying to somehow tuck herself inside and disappear. I should have ignored her. I have no idea what I’m doing in here.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll go—” I stuff my hands deep into my pockets and turn.

      “No!” She barks out a panicked sound that stops me. I turn and lean my back flat against the wall, barely in her view. My feet are so close to leaving the tile. I have to get to Gia’s school soon. She hates it when she’s the last one checked out of after-care. I don’t really know this girl; I could keep walking. But I don’t.

      “Sorry,” she says. My eyes bounce to hers, and for whatever reason, my mouth curls upward. She lets out a nervous giggle, and the hold she has on everything visibly eases until her bag slips to the floor. She shakes her head lightly and rubs at her temples. “I’m usually so together. I just get so sick and tired of it all sometimes. You know?”

      I consider her question for a second or two before smirking.

      “The sick and tired part? Yeah. But I’m never together, so you’ve got me on that one.” The skin between her brows dents right before a short laugh bursts through her lips.

      It feels really good to make someone laugh. No. It feels really good to make this girl laugh. The red tones in her eyes have cleared. I notice it because she’s smiling toward the floor but her head isn’t looking so far down that I can’t see her eyes. I need to get out of here. I can’t get out of here. I feel oddly stuck, but even so, I don’t really mind.

      I chuckle nervously and resume my steps toward her to formally introduce myself. I need to know this girl. I operate in the shadows and she clearly lives above ground where people work hard and have goals and shit. This girl—she’s the kind whose name I should know. I wipe away the sweat forming on my palm—another really strange occurrence—and am about to offer it to her along with another witty, self-deprecating line—I liked the way she laughed at the first one—when a swift tug on my hoodie forces my collar hard against my throat. I stumble back, but before I fall on my ass, someone stops me with what feels like a forearm bluntly shoved at the center of my back.

      “You already have one detention, young lady. You trying to get yourself suspended by hanging out in the bathroom with this guy?” I recognize the familiar snark and indignation in Principal Lee’s voice. I also smell the stale cigar smoke from the nearness of his breath. That shit kills people. Though I probably shouldn’t say that to him right now.

      My mystery girl’s eyes are welling up again. And damn it, her lip is quivering. The firm slap of paper hits my chest from a hand over my shoulder. I clutch it in my palm and crumple it, stuffing it in my pocket along with the cash I’m really glad Principal Lee didn’t find.

      “Saturday detention. I think maybe this is your first offense for being in a ladies room.” Principal Lee laughs at his own joke, and my mystery girl’s mouth turns down. I liked it better when I was the guy who made her laugh, not the one who repulsed her. I already passed on the cigar smoke remark; I can’t let two smart-ass opportunities slip by—it would be so unlike me.

      “Third, sir.” Mystery girl’s frown halts. I hold her stare, and curl up the right side of my lips. Her eyes widen, and I know she wants to stop me. I like that she wants to save me from making this worse, and that means this little moment we’re sharing is significant enough that she’s willing to.

      “What was that?” His cigar breath swirls at my neck. I wink at her warm amber eyes.

      “This is actually my third offense. For the bathroom thing, I mean.” His hand jerks my sweatshirt to the side and he steps up so we’re nearly nose to nose. “You just didn’t catch me the first two times.”

      I’m no longer looking at her so I can’t tell for sure, but I think she just laughed. I heard her breath, and I imagined the slight shake in her chest and shoulders. I bet she’s covering her mouth. I might not impress her, but damn, can I make her tears stop.

      “Well, then,” Principal Lee begins. His pissed-off icy stare holds mine while he writes on his little pad in the tight space between us. The scribbles are short and sweet, as is the ripping sound that follows once . . . twice. His palm flattens to my chest again with two more slips of paper. “Let’s correct that, shall we? I pretty much own your Saturdays in October.”

      He snaps his fingers, hoping to make me flinch, I’m sure. It takes a lot more than that to startle me. I’ve become immune to a lot of things. He jerks his thumb to the right, ushering me out. Before I leave, I glance to the cute girl I now get to see on Saturday, and her eyes flit up under dark lashes to show me the smile she’s hiding behind her fist. I give her one for real and do my damnedest not to look toward my locker as I get thrown off campus by a man in khakis and black leather Clarks. He thinks he’s showing me a lesson, but really, he just saved me from three brutal Saturdays at home alone with my stepfather. Suddenly, my pocket doesn’t feel so light.
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      I know my mom wanted a girl. I’ve never asked, but I’m pretty sure I was supposed to have a baby sister. This house—it’s the biggest clue. We’ve lived here since I was four. The room directly across the hall from me is painted the lightest shade of pink, and it’s filled with these little details that are subtly infant-like. Soft things, like the narrow border of white daisies that my mom said she hand painted near the ceiling and around the window. It’s the only room in the entire house with curtains. They’re owls, cartoonish ones in different colors. They appear to be dreaming.

      It’s my mom’s room, her study-slash-craft room. She mostly goes in there to read. I think maybe, though, that room was originally meant for something else. When she’s sitting in there, my mom is always very much dreaming, just like the owls.

      She’s in there now. She also goes in there to hide when my dad recaps games with me. I can barely see the back of her head in the rocking chair just beyond his enormous frame blocking my pathway out of my room.

      “I’m going to be late.” I glance up while tugging on the heel of my sneaker. He’s not listening to me. He talks right through my words.

      “You were a little slow to the left last night. You felt it, right? I know you felt it. Ha, probably got a bruise right about here.” Dad chops at the side of his ribs. He’s right; I do have a bruise there. I took three separate shoulder shots right under my pads into the softest part of my body. I don’t bother confirming. Instead, I drag my backpack out from under my bed and reach in for my wireless headphones.

      “Coach says a Big Eight is coming in to talk this week. Be sure you get the talking points from him after films today. This could be the big push, CB. This is what we’ve been waiting for.” He calls me CB for Cowboy. I have no idea why they bothered to name me at all. I nod when I make eye contact, mostly so he won’t repeat himself. He’s almost pleasant this morning—critical, as always, but I had a good game. The insults will be minimal.

      “I’m gonna be late,” I say, closing the space between us and forcing my way past him and through my doorway. He steps slightly to the side, but grabs my bicep before I can make my getaway.

      “Hey, don’t worry about that trig grade.” My eyes dart to his for a blink. He winks, so I flash a short smile, all the while my stomach sinking. “Coach said he’ll talk to that teacher. He said you’ll pull through with a C, and your other grades are good enough that none of that will be an issue. I mean, trig. Why do they bother teaching that shit?”

      There’s a familiar hint of hostility in his tone. My father was never very gifted in the classroom. He’s in sales now. His charm helped him climb to a decent position with his microchip company. He likes to talk shit about the engineers who invent the things he sells.

      I nod to him once, agreeing to cheat—to accept the dirty offer and give up on learning. My eyes graze the back of my mom’s head again as I turn to leave. She’s tilted her chin up and to the left. I pause there for a breath, adjusting the straps of my bag on my shoulder, kinda hoping that just once she tells my old man to stop dictating every single thing in my life. I know those words are on the tip of her tongue; they’ve been there since I could comprehend language, and they were probably there before that. Her body shifts as her hand drags a page I doubt she even read across her lap, the slow scrape of the edge along her jeans like a hush to the screaming plea in my head.

      Ever so silent.

      I anticipate my dad’s lumbering steps behind me all the way to my car in the driveway. He’s mentioned twice how Sugar was the one at fault for that missed conversion at the end of the half. “Make sure you speak up. Tell him he’s got to read that faster, quit looking over his left and expect it on his right. He makes you look bad when he does that, and you can’t afford that. My name will only get you so far. You make sure you say something, alright?”

      “Alright,” I echo. I’m not throwing my best friend under the bus. I threw a pass—one of twenty-eight—and it didn’t get caught. Whatever.

      The clunk of the Nissan’s door is so damn satisfying. It cuts off my dad mid-sentence. He finishes whatever it is he has to say, but I don’t have to hear it. My God, this silence is everything. I look forward to Saturday mornings, at least this part—the two-mile drive alone in my car. I don’t even bother to turn music on. The quiet is a luxury. I have always had the gift of turning my father’s voice off in my head. Without his physical presence, I can pretty much get rid of him entirely.

      My only complaint is that we live too close to the field and school. I wish we lived on the edge of town, maybe in one of those houses with a big piece of land. There’s this guy on our team, Angel, who lives on this mini farm with pigs and shit. Yeah, actual shit, too, but the guy has space and room to just breathe. We could have had one of those. Mom wanted one for a while, but this five-bedroom brick McMansion is more suited to the image my dad is obsessed with. His two best friends still live in the area. He likes being the place the boys come for poker and the game. He likes to puff his chest. His buddies couldn’t give two shits about pigs.

      My spot is open when I pull in the lot. There are some perks to the reputation, I guess. Even though the rest of the team is already here, they’ll wait for me. I spend an extra thirty seconds alone in the car, just breathing. No uniform, no dress clothes—Saturdays are for my gray sweatpants and the long-sleeved North Dakota college tee with a hole above my belly button. My dad hates this shirt, mostly because the tiny school that sent it is in the middle of nowhere with freezing cold temperatures dominating the forecasts. It sounds glorious.

      Leland Nash said—and I quote—the spit-small North Dakota school was a waste of space and an insult to his eyeballs. Not that we visited. We clicked on a few pictures online so he could show me what a joke it was. I kept the shirt, though, and wear it every Saturday. I’ve clicked a lot more pictures of the place, too. I could give a campus tour, but that’s another thing on the long list of stuff I’ll never be able to do.

      My pocket buzzes, so I pull my phone out while I rush from my car and shoot my friend a quick reply text when he asks if I’m coming.

      Is not coming even an option? Be right there.

      I look up from my phone and when we collide, I practically obliterate the tiny body wrapped in a tangle of hair and carrying the earth’s heaviest backpack. She’s on her ass at the curb, a rip in the knee of her black leggings and a growing bright-red leak of blood filling in the bare skin. My pulse jets up, and the beast inside makes a sudden appearance.

      “What the fuck?” I know I was the one staring at my phone. I didn’t see our class president, but she didn’t see me either. This isn’t all my fault. She’s usually shouting her presence to the world, or surrounded by her over-achieving minions on the student council. It’s a Saturday, for fuck’s sake. Why is she even here?

      Her chin lifts and she blows out hard to clear the snarling hair from her face. Her glare is more than defensive, it’s pissed. There’s blood on her elbow too. She hasn’t noticed that yet, but the quick dash of my gaze from one wound to the other clues her in.

      “Ugh!” She rubs her thumb over the scrape, smearing the blood along her arm.

      This is all my fault.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and bring myself down from the adrenaline rush, drawing in a deep breath then holding out my hand to help her up. Unsurprisingly, she refuses my gesture.

      “I got it,” she says, her words short and snarky.

      I deserve them.

      I bend to gather her things. A pile of papers spread across the sidewalk when her bag unzipped mid-fall. I recognize the trig book instantly, but the papers are all the same in different handwriting.

      “You a tutor or something?” I push the loose sheets into a pile that she quickly takes charge of and organizes, closing them under the cover of the book then sliding it all inside her pack.

      She breathes out an annoyed laugh as she pulls her bag straps over her arms and pulls at the material near the wound on her knee. “Jesus,” she mutters. I can’t tell if it’s directed at me or the bloody mess on her leg. It’s already starting to dry. She’s being a little dramatic.

      “I can wash that out for you, or bandage it or whatever, in the training room.” I point over my shoulder and figure this is a decent reason to be late. Later.

      This time her laugh is pointed and blatant. It comes with a dramatic pulse to her chest and shoulders.

      “You are such a narcissist.” She turns away with an eyeroll.

      “I don’t even know what that means. Hey . . .” I step around her
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