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For John, who found me when I was lost

 



In early October, about a month after school started—right before it gets really crappy weather-wise in Seattle—is when I remember Beau blowing in.
 
And I must say, I wasn’t at all upset that he’d transferred to our school.
 
I thought, Good; fresh meat.
 
Because I knew he would be tormented for the entire time he was at Baboon High.
 
Like I am. All day . . . every day.
 
The first time I saw Beau he was wearing a deep blue shirt that matched his eyes. He was tall and skinny, with wavy dark hair and a nice face, a lot like John Lennon from the Beatles.
 
He’d come from a high school in another state and was tan. He hadn’t got the memo about not wearing bright colors in Seattle. If you don’t have on some variation of rusty black, you aren’t part of the team.
 
I must have been staring because we made eye contact, and he nodded and kind of bobbed his chin, like “hello,” which was more human kindness than I’d been shown in this freaking hole for years.
 
I was so shocked I stopped, and it must have showed on my face because he tilted his head questioningly as he walked by. I looked away and headed toward my classroom, but I was so off my game/perturbed by our little encounter that I didn’t even hear the hissing and catcalls directed my way by the geniuses right away, till they knocked my backpack off my shoulder and a bunch of crap went flying. When I crouched down to grab my stuff, they stomped on it and shoved by me, hard, till I unbalanced and fell through the threshold of my classroom, on my ass.
 
Like I said, I am tormented every day of my life here. Every. Day.
 
And why? Good question! But is there a good answer?
 
Yes! Turns out: I’m fair game....
 
For I am Rusty, the Un-chosen. I am Rusty, the Shunned.
 
For real. They hate me. See, I’m extremely smart. And that’s not good, but that’s not all....
 
I’m also extremely fat.
 
And not just muffin-top-chub-club . . .
 
Oh no, no, my friends; I mean I stopped weighing after I hit two hundred and thirty pounds. I don’t even know what I weigh. I’m sixteen years old and I reflect on death nearly every day.
 
And the death that I reflect on is mine. Because I hate my life. Sometimes I actually daydream, for hours here in my room, about just what I’d do . . . about the stress and the mess and how to deal . . .
 
Not so much that I feel bad about how I look, because they don’t even know I lift weights and underneath the fat I’m very strong, but because of the way I feel about the constant verbal and borderline physical abuse—just to stop the noise. To shut them up, finally, y’know? Just shut ’em down. Show them that they can’t fire me ’cuz I already quit. Like: Hey, here’s proof that I don’t care about being excluded; screw you all, I’ll exclude myself! Who needs a bunch of friends, anyway . . . ? I’ll show you . . .
 
Then I stop. Deep down inside my mainspring hasn’t broken.
 
So far, anyway.
 
I’ll know when I implode.
 
But in my own defense: Why is it always at my expense? Any regular person would be hammered down eventually by the intense contempt, followed by some stupid stab at humor. And seriously, if these guys had just one good line, just one killing joke, even just one little funny bone in their whole amoeba bodies.... But alas, no, and still there’s never a letup. It’s all day; it’s moronic and it’s unrelenting. You walk down the hall and people make barnyard noises, grunting and oinking in a pretty fair display of both their gift for comedy and their parents’ degree of relation, which I do my duty to ignore. Bless their feeble little hearts....
 
And ignore it I do. See, I’ve learned the path of least resistance. A good day is when they just yell out things and laugh like hyenas, like they have the least clue what it is to be witty or clever or anything but an extreme waste of space. Always the dull tools, always a lot of them together, always. They do this because they are pack animals, and cowards.
 
And I have come to expect this. You see, I am not a stupid girl; oh no, quite the opposite. I am very suspicious of sudden goodwill. I have been fooled by that one before. Back when I still had hope. Back in the day, when I was young and my heart was pure . . .
 
The popular girls in sixth grade are suddenly my friends! Wow, great; my life is going to get better now that we are getting older and maybe they won’t make fun of me anymore, or at least just not so much.
 
So: my first slumber party! I even get to buy new pajamas! We talked about it endlessly at school that week; I was included and I was suddenly happy! I didn’t know what I had been missing, this companionship of my peers, and to find it filled a deep chasm in my heart.
 
Oh, my, I’m sure you know where this is going . . . I’ll just say it.
 
They ditched me.
 
I called—the girl said, come over, they were all there and going for pizza as soon as I got there. So I had my mom, who was so excited that I was finally getting friends, drive me across town to this girl’s house, and, because my mom is fat too, I told her to drop me off three doors down because I didn’t want them to see her being all fat, and maybe make fun of me anew—so this is all my own crappy karma coming back on me—but she drove off and I knocked on the door, and of course they were gone. Her dad and little brother were there; they had no idea anyone else was supposed to show up; her mom had taken them somewhere, probably the mall, but maybe the other mall. I sat down at his insistence, and he called, but she didn’t pick up, neither his wife nor his evil freaking daughter.
 
Her little brother just stared at me out of the corner of his eye and snickered. His dad frowned at him, but he was laughing too; you could see it in his eyes. I shrugged, said oops, my bad—I must have gotten the wrong day or something, and I live just a little way away so I’ll just be on my way.
 
He didn’t offer a ride.
 
I walked the whole way home. I was crying so hard my nose was dripping freely in front of me as I lurched alone along the side of the dark road, like some zombie in a stupid indie film, crying aloud in my humiliation, keening, screaming, stupid/ stupid/stupid, gagging, staggering, staggered by my gullibility, stopping to bend over to catch my jagged breath . . . wondering why had they done it, wondering what had I done to deserve this? This is fair because they find me so ugly I don’t count? They decide? Freaking low-rent morons! Terrible loser brats who grow up into terrible loser adults!
 
And yet they got away with it. It was soon, in fact, considered hilarious.
 
I cried myself hoarse because I could. They lived outside the city, and the road I was walking on was quiet and lonesome.
 
Because I didn’t exercise in those days I was winded when I got back to my part of the town, which was only like five miles, but I was slow, to say the least. I had exhausted myself by this time, for the present anyway, and I felt dull-eyed and sullen. Also I didn’t know what to tell my mom. When she saw me, she looked so disappointed it was like it was her party that failed.
 
My poor mama, who is too good for this world . . . she should have been a nun. She thought about it for a long time. She loves Jesus and being Catholic and rescuing stray cats and dogs and being a nurse, which she gave up for us kids “till the baby is in high school.” The baby—who was then in fifth grade—the only boy, also fat, also messed with, is my little brother Paul. We are the fat family, and my dad has taken off for parts unknown.... Actually that’s not true; he lives in Alaska and sends money. He just doesn’t come down much. This I must admit.
 
Anyway, I pulled myself together and went in and told my mom I had what’s-her-face’s mom give me a ride home because I felt sick. Which was very true indeed. I felt gut punched and nauseous and shamed. And by that time I looked it.
 
That night was the first time I thought about killing myself. I was twelve.
 
The funny thing is I really can’t remember her last name anymore. Her family moved in eighth grade, and I hope she is as happy as she deserves to be; that, in fact, she is an ex-con living with neck-tattoo remorse, in an unheated trailer with bedbugs. Her first name was Kris, and she thought she was much prettier than she actually was. She wore her dishwater blond hair very long, but it was extremely frizzy and damaged, completely lacking shine. And she was so stupid it was almost endearing, watching her try to flounder along when it was her turn to read aloud; it was like a wiener dog in deep snow, her nasal whine woofing out words hesitantly, like an ESL student, her jackass friends braying out their valuable encouragement.
 
I tell you, I despair of this generation....
 
 

 
 
When I get home from school that evening, I get on Facebook and read my messages. I have friends in Scotland who are a little older than me and with whom I chat almost every day. Thank gawd for the cyber buddies. There are two girls I talk to every time I’m online: Sharon (aka Shazzie) and Winnie. Winnie is a nurse, and Shazzie is majoring in English, or “reads” English, as they say over there, when they mean “study” English. I crack them up. They think I’m “a right wheeze,” as they say! I don’t have any profile pics of my actual face; I either use The Simpsons’ cartoons, Prince Harry, or I have this picture of Tina Fey (with her mouth wide open and her eyes bugging out) that I post on occasion. I also learned that to friend anyone who friended me from school was exhibiting very poor judgment. I stupidly did when they asked, so dimly excited once again that maybe . . .
 
But no . . . I ended up unfriending them when it became clear that all they wanted to do was post pics of the tortured Orcas of horrible, horrible SeaWorld and tag them “Rusty Winters” and send them to each other. The people from school who “friended” me were seriously not, but oh, the butt-clenching humor they spawned! I know that Facebook is no longer groovy for the teen set and I’m all yay, not a moment too soon! Let my lil’ peers do Snapchat and Twitter and whatevs, I’ll be fine if they drift away into the huge ocean of social media and are never heard of again; I won’t miss them.
 
So I ended up friends with some of my mom’s younger nursing student friends who are freshmen, and then one had friends in the UK; then I struck up a friendship with this one nurse (Winnie) and her friend Shazzie, both truly awesome young women in their early twenties in Glasgow, and their friends friended me and, well, you know. Now we talk every day.
 
I sit down at the screen that is my portal, like Narnia, and mosey onto Facebook. Now I’m in Scotland. Just like that. It’s late over here in the UK.
 
“How was your day?” I see on my wall. “How are your new classes going? xx.”
 
That’s Shaz. She puts kisses but no hugs at the end of her posts, thus: xxx, but no xox. Winnie too. It’s a Brit thing.
 
“Great!!!!” I write back. “Apparently I look like a garbage can! What do you call it? A rubbish bin? They mistook me for one today. Super fun!!!!!!! [image: e9781617732553_img_9785.gif] x.”
 
“What?!! How did they mistake you for a rubbish bin, Ry? xx.”
 
“ ’Cuz they are stupid. I was, like, why are they sharpening their pencils so much, and then after the bell I stood up and all this pencil shaving fell out of my hair & clothes. xx.”
 
“Very stupid!! Ugggghhh! Did the wee rotters get in trouble? xx.”
 
“NO!!!!!!! [image: e9781617732553_img_9785.gif] x.”
 
“That’s mental, Rylee! Why?!! Tell your mum!!!!”
 
“I have. Over other things. She yelled.”
 
“Good on her—& you!! How is it now?”
 
“It didn’t help except now they make fun of her TOO. It SUCKS [image: e9781617732553_img_9785.gif] [image: e9781617732553_img_9785.gif] [image: e9781617732553_img_9785.gif]!!!!!!!”
 
“Poor YOU! [image: e9781617732553_img_9785.gif] I HATE your bloody school! xxx.”
 
“ME TOO! I SODDING BLOODY HATE MY BEASTLY SCHOOL!!!!!”
 
Which sounds so poser, when I say it like the Brits do. But I recharge. I really do. Sharon is awesome. I post again:
 
“Lol! Thanks, Shazzie! That helps!! I feel better! xxx.”
 
“Never fear! One of these days I’ll meet you in Glasgow for chai! Winnie too! [image: e9781617732553_img_9786.gif] xx.”
 
“And scones! Count on it!!! I’ll be there with bells on! [image: e9781617732553_img_9786.gif] xx.”
 
How demented is my life that someone I consider about my closest friend in the world lives on the other side of the earth and could walk right by me and not know me? Or worse. Shaz and Winnie asked me to post a picture of myself, but I am too cautious a young woman by now. If they laughed or something I don’t know what I’d do. I don’t think I could stand it.
 
I don’t even think they would—it’s just I won’t risk it anymore.
 
But that’s par now; it’s just one of many things I won’t risk—like driving to school regularly. I learned to avoid risks a lot. I got my license and am in the process of saving for my own car. My mom’s is a minivan, and it’s a toss-up which is worse, driving that to school or riding the bus. I usually opt for the bus; they keyed “soooy” into the side of the van the first (and last) time I drove it to school. I’m thinking it was meant to be a hog call. But, hey, it could be a soy lover with a drawl....
 
You see, I can still jest. Smiley face. Ha-ha-ha. Lol.
 
 

 
 
That afternoon, New Dude Beau rode the same bus as me. Moving through the menagerie, amid the inevitable chorus of oinking and lowing and barking and other noises the swill feel necessary to utter when first I draw near; I spot an empty seat, thank gawd, and squeeze in.
 
Luckily it’s a seat neither too far nor too close to the front.... I pull out my book. I always have a book. It makes for a huge “no trespassing” wall, (and also reading is fundamental, right?) I can stare right through the red faces trying to hurt me.
 
My mom says, “Ignore them!” She says, “They’re the ones oinking like pigs.” She says I need to “grow a thicker skin.” Sometimes I come home and I go straight to my room and I feel like I can’t even get to the bed before I lose strength and fall. I would grow a thicker skin if I knew how. She says, “Stand up to them,” that I’m smarter than all of them put together. Which is true, but when I stood up for myself in middle school, it only increased the cruelties, all very cat and mouse; oh well, if she’s not quite dead yet—let us mess with her some more, even.
 
So instead I grew thicker books. I’ve read The Grapes of Wrath twice, then Gone with the Wind. Then Uncle Tom’s Cabin, then Anna Karenina. I’ve read all of Jane Austen and most of Charles Dickens. I love David Copperfield. No, not the magician.
 
Jeez, look it up. . . .
 
But today was different. New Guy got on my bus. He hadn’t been there in the morning, so it was unexpected. The extremely loud rabbling and noise stopped for a second when he got on. Then grew immediately back to its usual deafening roar. New Guy walked by me and sat about three quarters of the way back, which, if you’re not part of the acknowledged too-cool-for-school group of academics that ride that region of the bus, is just askin’ fer trubble, partner.
 
Which came . . . I wasn’t reading: I was listening while pretending to read, something at which I have grown expert. I watched from the corner of my eye. They started low and slow, just kind of testing the waters....
 
I hadn’t heard the dawn of the chorus in a long time. I listen, fascinated.
 
“Hey, Blue Shirt! Hey—what do you think this is, the Gay Pride Parade?”
 
And of course—the fatal mistake: Turning calmly and looking at them, he says, like a normal human:
 
“Yeah, my name is Beau. Hi.” He pronounced it “Bow,” like “bow and arrow.”
 
And with that he sealed his fate with the baboon colony.
 
He has that androgynous way of speaking that some guys do. It’s just the way they talk. Whether they are gay or not.
 
The pack circled, smelling blood. One hyena alone cannot take down the prey, but an entire craven pack....
 
They explode into laughter, which, as they say, is only one letter away from slaughter, and it’s on.
 
“Oh my gawd! Aahhhhahahaha! Wait—it’s a fag reality show! Ahhhhh! Are you effin’ kidding me? No effin’ way!”
 
Only they’re not saying “effin’.”
 
Beau turns back around, but he’s in throwing proximity, and so small but increasingly large and heavy things start to be thrown at him. They’re up to pencils, which, as I well know, freaking hurt, when he turns back around. Narrowly avoiding one in the eye, he says:
 
“Why are you doing this?”
 
I’m shaken. He is so calm.
 
And of course, the monkeys went bananas! They were so happy to have something else to take their minds off the freaking tragedy of being themselves! They howl and grunt, and I’m sure if they knew how to dress themselves, they would have flung their own poo, but thank gawd for buttons, right?
 
So goes the entire bus ride. Beau turns back around and ignores them, and I’m feeling amazed that we were almost to my stop without one comment about me from the douche bag patrol. I’m actually a little verklempt that someone else has taken the heat, but, while grateful, I’m not about to make one peep to save him in case the attention of the pack is diverted back to me again. If they could just tag team one of us every other day, it would be such a blessed relief.
 
When it’s Beau’s stop, I watch with great interest. If the hyena pack gets off the bus with him, someone should call the cops.
 
Beau gets off, and they look after him with great interest. It was grunt-discussed whether they should “effin’ follow him,” but they wanted to get over to one of the suck-up middle hyena’s house before his spawners arrived home and drink up the beer laid in for Skidmark Fest, or whatever these grubby little dorks do. They saw me looking, however, and thus was Beau forgotten.
 
 

 
 
See, I would have thought that Beau’s handsome face and skinniness would have protected him.
 
But no! Apparently even the perception of gayness outweighs good looks. At least it does at Baboon High, my alma mater. Even with the girls. I watch him getting “bumped” in the halls. I watch him being “accidentally” smashed into the lockers. He was too smart, I noticed, to ever drink at a water fountain.
 
I respected that.
 
I don’t have much info about gay people. I’d never thought about it except on Will & Grace reruns and Project Runway. . . . Oh, wait—there’s also South Park and the gay cable station that has hilarious stand-up, but I’m not sure any of that is real helpful. I never really cared one way or the other. I don’t know any gay people.
 
I see news stories though. I realize it’s one of the things people are still prejudiced about.
 
I know my mom thinks it’s a sin, but even though she’s very Catholic—whoops, I mean, we’re Catholic—she’s very kind. She says, “If people didn’t have those feelings deep, deep down, they couldn’t possibly want to do ‘those things,’ so it wasn’t a choice, and so other people shouldn’t be mean.” And she likes Pope Francis a lot; he is chiller about just about everything.
 
But she also insists that “they shouldn’t ever act on their feelings.” Ever.
 
Just pray it away. Forever.
 
We had that conversation after watching that English comedian, Eddie Izzard, on TV.
 
But first: I’ve always gone to Mass with my mom. When I was little, I always took the whole Adam and Eve, and Noah, and Cain and Abel, and the sacraments, and “Esau was a hairy man” as the unquestioned truth.
 
Till last year when I got confirmed.
 
It was when I read about the early church, as instructed, that I grew somewhat agitated and continued investigating. I felt like I was being conned. There were no good answers for any of my questions. And believe me, with all the reflection I do on death, I have a lot of questions.
 
This, and time, is creating in me an irritated skepticism instead of unblinking acceptance.
 
So I guess I’ve made my own creed. I say: Love Is The Answer. . . We Can Work It Out.
 
My mom rolls her eyes. She says it’s just my “teenage rebellion.”
 
Then I parrot back something she tells me a lot:
 
We shall see....
 
 

 
 
A couple of weeks into the school year it’s time for homecoming.
 
I’m a junior finally, so homecoming is a big deal apparently. Just kidding. I know it is. I’ve watched the hype for two years now, and “my, oh my!” is all I got to say. Hope their team wins. Whatever. At least it comes in autumn, my favorite time of year. In spite of the fact that’s when school starts.
 
I like the valor of autumn. I compare the leaves to the “noble six hundred” in the poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade”—beautiful and doomed.
 
I know . . . I’m so emo. But look it up anyway, you guys; it’s freaking powerful.
 
The classes have all become texting central. Thirty-eight kids to a classroom enables them to get away with a lot. All the girls at my table are studying this week is fashion.
 
The pictures of little dresses they send each other on their phones are cute. I can see them on their screens out of the corner of my eye.
 
They all look like Teeny Skeeze!
 
That’s my new line of fashion, btw: “Teeny Skeeze.” Kind of a reverse take on that “kinder-whore” fashion look (where big girls dress up like oddly skanky little girls), this is where actual little girls learn it’s their job to be judged on their butts, not brains, and looks alone are the most important.
 
Where our motto is:
 
“You’re Never Too Young to Feel Fat!”
 
Potty-training thongs and diaper-compatible skinny jeans starting in toddler size eighteen months. Wonderbra onesies. Sledgehammer teething toys.
 
What do you think?
 
I think I’ll be rich!
 
 

 
 
When I get home, my mom is on the computer. Which she always is now. It’s a pain. Now that Mom is hogging the computer more and more, I would love to get a smartphone.
 
But I don’t need the extra expense, which Mom said I have to pay for if I want one.
 
Also, I keep thinking if I wait a little longer, smartphones will be made by people with a safe workplace! I got totally freaked out when I saw all that stuff about workers jumping off buildings because it’s so horrible making smartphones. Why does it have to be like that? I want a smartphone so much! But one made by people in proper conditions! I know it will cost more. I don’t care if it costs more! It’s worth it! Why is it so impossible?!
 
Whenever I say this I have been shot down in flames on Facebook with people screaming at me in all caps, telling me everything I own comes with suicide nets attached, but I say you gotta say it! If you don’t speak up, it won’t be heard! If you don’t strive, it won’t exist! Right?
 
You know I’m right!
 
Think about it! What if Thomas Jefferson and C-Note Franklin had just sat on the couch, dipping snuff and playing Grand Theft Horse Buggy VII and telling each other “Nah, screw it, sounds way too complicated . . . never gonna happen”?
 
What then, I ask you?
 
Anyway, Mom went back to school for a refresher course so she can return to being a registered nurse now that Paul is in high school, just like she planned. The upside is she looks happy. The downside is now she takes over the computer and I don’t.
 
I go see what Paul is watching on TV.
 
“Whatcha watching?” I sit down on the couch beside him.
 
He answers without moving his eyes from the screen, in a hypnotic trance.
 
“This old lady. She, um . . . like goes and watches monkeys in Africa and then names them and knows what people do.”
 
I crack up.
 
“Dude! You are so funny! Don’t you know who that is? That is Jane Goodall, and she is a huge scientist and totally famous and those aren’t monkeys! They’re chimps, one of our closest living relatives! In fact, I think we go to school with some of them!”
 
Paul is awesome, but he is so not into knowing about things like anthropology. He is into Bruce Lee movies. He recently started a karate class, which is somewhat similar. He likes it a lot.
 
We sit and watch the “monkeys,” which are actually quite troubling. Right off the bat, Dr. Jane says the big chimps are mean so we leave them strictly alone. But the little chimps that are orphans! Their mothers were poached for “bush meat,” which I’d never heard of. But they frequently don’t kill the babies. They sell them and the Jane Goodall Institute goes and buys them in the market and puts them on, like, a training reserve and teaches them to be righteous chimps and then go live on this chimp island.
 
As I listen, the caretakers of the baby chimps are teaching them things like how to be afraid of snakes. You’d think they would know that by instinct, but no. So the caregivers learn the panic yell from tapes of real chimps and then they put the baby chimps by a rubber snake, all coiled up like it’s real, and yell the panic yell—more and more panicky as the babies get closer, till the baby chimps are freaked out by association and run off when they see a snake.
 
Their mothers would be so proud.
 
When it goes to commercial, Paul turns and looks at me.
 
“Do you think that’s true?”
 
“What?”
 
“That we came from apes.”
 
“Dude, yes! We’re primates. We’re all hominoids. One happy family. We’re apes now.”
 
“Dude, seriously. You know what I mean.”
 
“I am serious, but I won’t belabor the point. Here’s what I think: Could you understand the warning in that yell? When the teachers amped it up, when the chimp babies got closer to the snake—didn’t it freak you out too? That the danger was getting closer? It freaked me out totally. I think we used to speak that language; we just forgot all that stuff when we didn’t need it anymore.”
 
“Mom doesn’t.”
 
“What—speak chimp language?”
 
“Har. No, you know what I mean. Come from apes.”
 
“I know. It’s weird; she’s a nurse, which is essentially a scientist.”
 
“She says, ‘I didn’t come from any old slime!’ ”
 
“Dude, I know.” I shake my head.
 
“Well, so what do you think?” Paul’s face is troubled.
 
“Paul, I just said what I think. At least what I think I think. For now. I reserve the right to rethink this for pretty much my entire life. I think the question we’re asking is: What do you think?” I look at him when I ask. I’m kind of wondering why we are talking about this; it’s not really like Paul.
 
I remember I started to worry a lot about the big things when I started feeling depressed, when I got so lonely I echoed with emptiness. Hopefully Paul is not starting to feel low too.
 
“I don’t know. I want to go to heaven.” He sounds so young, like a little kid.
 
“Oh, dude, you too? I know, same here. That is the worst thing about thinking a lot. Having to continue when you start asking questions . . . Scary.”
 
“Because then, where do you go? Like, do you even believe in God anymore, Ry?” He looks at me like he used to, like when I was older and wiser, instead of older and without a clue, like now. Since I don’t know the answers anymore, I try to divert him.
 
“Paul, is everything okay? Are you cool? Is school okay?” His tone is so bleak and familiar it makes me anxious. But he nods.
 
“Yeah, I’m okay. I’m not bummed, if that’s what you’re asking. I just think about stuff more than I used to . . . and mostly what I think about is ‘Where do you go when you die?’ ”
 
Whew. Well, in that case, join the crowd. I shrug. Limbo, where it’s like Christmas every day? That was the company line for the unbaptized. At least it used to be. I always thought limbo sounded way better than heaven did, actually. I vaguely dreaded the whole heaven deal, what with the “saints and angels, on high, singing one unending hymn of praise” thing. Unending praise sounds lame. And now I’m also apprehensive that there’s nothing....
 
“Dude, I know. Listen, you may as well believe in heaven if it makes you feel bad not to,” I say helplessly. That sounds random, even to me. Sadly, I got nothin’.
 
“I wish I just could. I think about this twenty-four-seven.” He looks a little hollow-eyed.
 
“Same. Why though? Are you going to do confirmation in spring?” He also could put it off a year.
 
Paul eyes me slowly.
 
“I don’t even think I want to.” He looks at me guiltily. “If it’s not real.”
 
I look back with a wide, surprised face.
 
Now, this is not going to sit well with our beloved mother. Not one little bit. The only thing she really gets excited about is getting to Mass. On time. It’s what makes her tick.
 
I shrug and grimace. Whatever. It’s real to Mom.
 
“Dunno, bro. You are gonna get a ‘talkin’ to’!” I make an uh-oh face.
 
“I know . . . I even feel guilty saying it to you. I feel like if I’m wrong I’m going to get struck by lightning.”
 
“Omg, dude! That is exactly what the ‘powers that be’ always want people to think. It helps control the population. The population controls itself and allows the leaders to treat them like sh—”
 
“Don’t start! This isn’t about politics! This is about eternity!”
 
“By Calvin Klein?” I’m goofing, just trying to cheer him up. It hurts to see him all deflated and depressed. I bop him softly with a pillow. Right on the head.
 
“Whatever . . . be serious. It sucks when you get like this.”
 
I dial it down. He’s right. It sucks when I get like this.
 
“Okay . . . I’m sorry. Listen, I was all freaked out about it last year. I still am, so I joke. But if you do get confirmed, I researched a bunch of stuff last year—and I think there has been a cover-up! And a smear campaign! There were women priests in the early church. Lots! And Mary Magdalene was never a prostitute! Also, the Council of Nicaea was a freaking loony bin; omg, Paul—they were fistfighting! Santa Claus got his nose broken! And do not get me started on the priest scandals!” Even though I am starting.
 
“Rusty! Stop!” Paul moans. I stop and then continue more calmly.
 
“Okay, okay, I’m not . . . but I guess you have to examine things for yourself when you start growing up. It’s just part of the process. It’s no fun. In fact, it totally sucks . . . and you will aggravate your ma.” I shake my head. “Seriously. No upside till you decide.”
 
Jane Goodall comes back on, and Paul returns his attention to the show. He blows out his cheeks in a huge sigh. The screen shows these huge chimps grooming each other. We hear that the young males who don’t usually hang out together start to groom each other before they go looking to randomly find and kill another chimp. Great. Even the chimps are douche bags.
 
I can’t take any more tragedy, either chimp or human, so I bail.
 
 

 
 
The next morning the air is crisp and the sun is low in the southeast. You can see your breath. I love the first two weeks of October: Indian summer. Then it descends into awful and remains awful for about six months. Then pretty crappy for another three. Yay Seattle!
 
I stand at the bus stop. I always get there first; it’s less noticeable. That way I am like part of the scenery, just reading my book, when the others arrive.
 
The new kid is next to show up.
 
Which makes no sense. Yesterday he’d gotten off two stops before me.
 
He’s early too.
 
I watch him from the corner of my eye. I am not going to say anything, but I feel benevolent toward him because of the chin thing in the hall.
 
I fake read.
 
He just sits on this low fence and looks around. He looks at me.
 
I ignore him with all my concentration.
 
“What are you reading?”
 
I really am unsure how to react at this point. He seems like he is asking me a question, and since there are no other people around I think, Well, maybe . . . But I am very careful—in fact, quite suspicious. I take my time before I look up.
 
When I do, I carefully mark my place in the book before I deliberately close it and look at him. I’m waiting for the crap to start flipping, but he just looks at me quizzically.
 
“What?” I look at him belligerently, with my game face.
 
“I said: ‘What are you reading?’ ”
 
“Life of Pi,” I say grudgingly.
 
His face lights up.
 
“I read that! It’s gross about the tiger.”
 
“What’s gross?” I am only in the beginning. I haven’t seen the movie.
 
“Well, they run low on—wait, I don’t want to spoil anything for you.”
 
Which is so totally nice, I am disarmed. People usually go out of their way to spoil things for me. I can feel myself turning red.
 
“Oh. Okay. Um . . . thanks . . . duh duh duh . . . I’m a moron!!” (Okay; I did not really say the last part, but seriously, I got no skills when someone is kind to me. I practically tear up.)
 
My face is now a tomato, both in color and contour, and I can feel my forehead starting to sweat. He’s okay though and starts to pull his own paperback out of his backpack.
 
“Have you read this?” He holds it up. I look to see what he has.
 
It’s Heavier Than Heaven by Charles R. Cross. There is a picture of Kurt Cobain on the cover. Yes! Nirvana!
 
“Oh! I have read that! In Alaska when I went to see my dad! I—” Stop abruptly. TMI.
 
But New Dude Beau merely looks encouraging.
 
“Sweet. Where in Alaska?”
 
“Uh, well, Anchorage. Then to Kodiak.”
 
“Seriously? Kodiak Island? I’ve heard of it. Have you ever seen one of those bears? The big ones?”
 
“Yes, but only on a scope a mile away. Also this taxidermy one, which was gigantic.”
 
“A scope? A scope like a telescope?”
 
“A scope like a rifle scope.”
 
“You have a rifle?” He looks a little askance. I try to explain.
 
“No. Yes. Well, in Alaska. But not a rifle . . . I mean, I can’t own it till I’m twenty-one, but I have a handgun. My dad does though; he has a gun collection, like tons of guns. He hunts and fishes and such. He got me one when I was born, a ‘.38 special.’ I’ve shot it a bunch—up there, when I went to visit once. But he’s given my brother about ten guns and rifles . . . at least.”
 
For some reason this totally annoys me. I don’t even like guns. I do, however, want nine random other things from my dad—so it’s fair.
 
“Whoa. That’s like my dad. Only in Kansas.”
 
“Where in Kansas?”
 
“Near Salina?”
 
“Far from the crazy hippies and liberals?”
 
“Exactly.” He nods quite seriously. “My dad hates all those ‘ass-wipes.’ ”
 
“I think my dad kind of likes them. In Alaska everyone considers themselves this rugged individualist—at least back in the ’70s, what with the legal pot and all.”
 
“What? Weed was legal in the ’70s? Seriously?”
 
“In Alaska. Yeah.”
 
New Dude Beau looks at me. “Wow. What happened?”
 
I sigh and nod knowingly.
 
“I know . . .” Even though I don’t. I’ve never smoked pot.
 
New Dude Beau looks at me.
 
“By the way—hi. My name is Beau.”
 
Which I know, but I get all flustered again.
 
“Rylee Winters. Also known as Rusty.” Like I’m going to sell him a car or something. Why don’t I just add “put ’er there, fella!” and stick my hand out like a total freaking mutant. Jeez, I make myself cringe.
 
He doesn’t appear to notice.
 
“Cool. You’re the third girl Riley I’ve known.”
 
“How many guy Rileys?”
 
“Um . . . like, eighty?”
 
We both nod and smile.
 
“I know, right?” I say. I had an Uncle Riley.
 
And then the baboon boys arrive.
 
I’ve been sitting on this low stone wall, and Beau has been standing over by the bus sign. The alpha baboon and his two trusty baboon aides swagger down the street from the cul-de-sac they live in. They have trickily dressed in human clothing, entirely saggin’.
 
So gangsta! My favorite part is when these lil’ butt-itches scrawl “Straight Outta Compton” or “Pimps Up, Hos Down” or some other twaddle on their little monkey bags. As if! They would be eaten by toddlers and house cats in South Central LA! And they sound like idiots!
 
Spare me from lily-white posing posers shipped in from the burbs.
 
As am I—lily-white—but not a poser. I live right here in inner city Seattle and go to their crappy schools. But I don’t claim any “street cred,” as these young folks say nowadays.
 
Beau, once again, looks really calm and doesn’t do or say anything. The worst of the jerks comes up to him.
 
“Hey, douche! Where’s your gay shirt? Get it dirty?”
 
Beau doesn’t even answer. He just looks at him and shrugs. Sort of smiles and shakes his head like, “Really?”
 
“Where is it, faggot?”
 
“Dude, why are you even acting like this?”
 
“ ’Cause I hate effin’ fags, that’s why. Fag.”
 
“But you don’t know anything about me. Why are you just assuming?”
 
“You have a fag face and wear fag clothes and sound like a fag. That’s why. Fag.”
 
To my utter amazement, Beau doesn’t look intimidated or afraid or angry or in any way pissed off. He keeps his eyes on the boy, whose mother named him Nick, but for whom I have other names, and shrugs like, “Sucks to be you then.”
 
Nick isn’t as assured now because usually kids get all one way or the other when he starts. He is such a silly bully. He moved here in the third grade and has been wasting the air of my town ever since.
 
He’s used to kids freaking out, bursting into tears, and running off so he can chase them etc. when he starts his little mandrill-power displays.
 
None of which Beau did. So Nick escalated. He got up into Beau’s personal face space and was so close he could almost touch him. He was a little taller and put his face menacingly into Beau’s.
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