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ONE

THERE ARE FOUR OF US DUDES SITTING HERE right now, and I kick all of their butts when it comes to video games—and I’m not even a dude in the first place. Maybe I’m being a little cocky here, but it’s true. My brother says I’m a little psycho, loading my gun and rushing for the middle of the battle, and yeah, sometimes I end up getting my butt kicked. But usually he’s there, covering me with his sniper skills, so we both come out on top.

“She’s cheating,” Garrett says to no one in particular.

“Oh sure, I’m cheating,” I tell him, keeping my eyes on Colby’s forty-six-inch TV screen. “Obviously I must be cheating.”

“You put in the codes, or you’re using the glitch, but that’s still cheating,” he says, then to Colby, “Am I right?”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Colby says from somewhere behind me, probably sprawled on his bed. “Except, she’s not cheating.”

“She legit plays that game all weekend with her brother,” Tristan says.

“And dude,” I tell Garrett, who’s somewhere on the floor to my left, “they released the update for that glitch last month. You can’t bust open the factory door anymore.”

“All right, fine. So you were taught well,” Garrett says.

“I taught myself well.”

Garrett laughs and I roll my eyes at the TV. He’s such a douche, but he can’t even try to knock me down in the video games department. I’m on the couch at the foot of Colby’s bed, Tristan next to me. When I first got here, I thought it was just going to be Colby, Tristan, and me hanging out. But Garrett’s sweaty butt was parked in front of the TV trying to complete this ambush mission in War Zone 3, and he was ready to whip the controller at the TV because he stupidly put it on the highest difficulty. So he dared me to do better, and I did. Twenty minutes later, I’m still playing and they’re all watching me.

“You watched me take over for you,” I tell Garrett. “Did you see me enter any codes? No.”

“Penelope, I wasn’t watching you the whole time. I was distracted by the Doritos, and we all know girls are pretty shady.”

Colby lets out a chuckle, which almost pisses me off, but Garrett’s always saying stupid things about Tristan and me to make Colby laugh. Like last month, when he was going off about how I should’ve picked the girl character in Slashko, when meanwhile it’s not even a question that none of them would ever pick her—even for her better default weapons. I pick the guy characters because they never make girl characters that look like me. They make them hot, half-naked, and full of makeup—which is nice to look at, but it’s not me.

“All right now, calm down, Penelope. Is this your time of the month? Because I don’t—”

“Suck it, Garrett,” Colby tells him before I can throw something back myself. “Period jokes? That’s lame.”

“All right, all right,” Garrett says. There’s silence for maybe twenty seconds and then Garrett’s at it again. “So, Colby. Would you say that Penelope is better than you at this game?”

“Well, she’s definitely better than you,” Colby says, and I grin like, In your face, Garrett. I hear Colby roll off his bed. “This is boring. Let’s go out.”

He walks right over to the console and shuts it off on me, but I don’t say anything because we all know when Colby’s done, we’re all done.

“What about the mall?” Tristan says. “I still have a gift card from my birthday. The new Masters of Crimson book just came out.”

“A book? Seriously?” Garrett turns to Colby. “This guy with his stupid skinny jeans and his books, and that one over there who’s sort of a girl, I don’t know, I can’t tell anymore. Colby, man, it’s the first day of grade eleven tomorrow—we should be starting fresh, am I right?”

“Dude, I’ve known these guys longer than I’ve known you, so you can suck it,” Colby says, stepping into his sneakers. Tristan and I glance at each other, probably both thinking about how much better it was last year, before Garrett moved to Castlehill. Colby checks himself out in the mirror and re-gels his blond hair before throwing on his leather jacket. “Are we going, or not?”

The guys get up and head for their shoes, while I take the controller to the shelf the console’s sitting on. When Tristan and Garrett step out into the backyard, I glance at Colby. “I hate that guy.”

“He’s all right,” Colby says. “You just have to man up a little.”

“He’s a douche.”

“He gets us good weed. Plus, he fights.”

I say nothing to that because he’s got me there. Tristan can’t punch, and I’m a girl so even if I knew how to punch, no one would take me on anyway. It’s not like I’m some tiny little thing either. I weigh more than these guys do, and I’m built solid like my brother. When we were younger, it was different. It’s not like fighting is fun, but at least back then—usually when older jerks would mess with Tristan—I could get in there and break things up, or push someone back. Now no one wants to be the guy who fought with a girl, because only pussies fight with girls. Even with girls like me.

The three of us—Colby, Tristan, and me—can get into some pretty stupid stuff, but it’s nothing like what Garrett likes to do for fun. All the dumb stuff we’ve been up to these days is because of him, so most of the time I tell Colby my mom won’t let me go out without even asking her so I won’t have to be part of it. They throw eggs at houses, they shoplift, and they sell parsley to grade-nine kids who are too dumb to realize it’s fake, then they buy real weed for us with the money. That last part’s kind of funny, but still.

“Pen, you coming?” Colby asks.

“Nah,” I say. “I’m gonna go home. I’ll see you tomorrow on the bus.”

“Get over it, dude,” Colby says. “Let’s just go.”

“It’s cool, I got a couple of YouTube videos to catch up on. You guys go and—”

“Stop trying to bail. I need you to get something for me,” he says, hitching his chin with a serious glare.

I know what that means. It means I get to talk to a pretty girl today.

AT THE MALL, WE walk by all the girly clothing and jewelry stores until Colby starts throwing glances inside one store in particular. Everyone else is getting bored with the aimless wandering.

“I need a smoke,” Garrett says.

“You guys go,” Colby says. “Me and Pen have something to do.”

“What,” Garrett says, “kiss?”

It’s like he can’t go five minutes without saying something stupid.

“You wanna try saying that again?” Colby says, stepping right up to him, and even though Colby’s not as tall, Garrett backs off, reaching for his cigarettes and shrugging like nothing’s a big deal. Garrett has the face of a UFC fighter, like a big cauliflower. Colby’s the good-looking one with the screw-off attitude, which means all the guys know him and all the girls want him, so he gets to call the shots. It’s probably also why he gets to be friends with a skinny-jeans-wearing, space-book-reading kid like Tristan, and a boyish, video-game-playing girl like me—and no one tries to mess with him for it.

“You coming, geek?” Garrett says to Tristan.

“Nah. I gotta check out the bookstore,” he says, because he’s like me and won’t hang out with Garrett unless Colby’s there, too. He nods at me before wandering off by himself.

“You guys suck! Why am I wasting my time here?” Garrett slips a cigarette between his lips. “I’m gonna go meet up with Ike and them at the skate shop. Colby, text me when you’re done, all right?”

“All right, dude,” Colby says, while Garrett takes off. Then to me, “Time to work your magic. Redhead, green shirt, big tits. Right over there.”

“Come on—I don’t wanna go in there,” I say. The whole store is pink and sparkly. It’s all dangly earrings, flashy pieces of fabric, and hair thingies.

“You can get away with stepping foot in there more than I can,” he says. “Go buy something for your hair.”

“Like what? A rubber band?” I point to my same old ponytail stuffed in the hole of my baseball cap. “Why don’t I just wait until she comes out?”

“You feel like hanging out here for the next hour? Because I don’t. Just go buy something for your mom,” he says.

I head over, avoiding the looks the girl at the counter throws me. I’m wearing a black T-shirt, faded jeans, and skater shoes. And sometimes I sort of look more like some Portuguese dude with long hair than some Portuguese girl. I so don’t belong in here. But I’ve got a job to do.

I plant myself on the other side of the scarf stand where the girl is standing. She looks pretty focused, picking through whatever’s on the shelf in front of her. The first thing I pluck out is this round, pink piece of fabric that’s kind of see-through and stuck together with a big plastic buttony thing. There’s a clearance sticker on it.

“Uh, excuse me,” I say, and the girl looks over. “Can you tell me what the hell this is?”

She gives me an awkward smile. “It’s a summer scarf . . . ?”

“Why would anyone wear a scarf in the summer? It’s hot.”

“Because they’re nice.”

“Oh. Well, it’s September right now—does that matter?”

“Um . . . not really, I guess. But it doesn’t really go with, um, that,” she says, pointing to my upper body.

This girl so has no idea how to talk to me. I’m used to people staring at me, trying to figure out what my deal is. Ever since I started swiping clothes from my brother Johnny’s closet, people have been reacting differently to me. I used to wear jeans and plain T-shirts and I’ve always hung around guys, so people just figured I was a tomboy, but now it’s like it goes beyond that, and I’m sure it’s not just because Johnny’s clothes are name brand and sweet as hell. I don’t really know what people think I am, or what they think I’m not.

I hate dragging this out when the girl wants me to go away, but I try again. “So, what school do you go to?”

“Why?”

“Just curious.”

Now I bet she thinks I’m hitting on her, and even though I sort of thought she was good-looking before, the looks she keeps giving me make me rethink my opinion of her.

Colby pokes his head inside, acting all annoyed. “You done?” Then he pretends to notice the girl for the first time, flashing his pale-blue gaze at her and nodding. “What’s up?”

“Hey,” she says.

He walks off, pretending to wait for me right out front, where this girl can have an unobstructed view of him through the wall of glass we’re standing near. I’m not into dudes but even I can understand why girls can’t help themselves. He kind of looks like that blond guy from that show where the two brothers hunt monsters and drive around in that sweet-looking old car.

“Who’s that?” she asks.

“My buddy Colby,” I say.

“Oh.” Then she’s flashing me a much friendlier face. “So what school do you guys go to?”

“St. Peter’s.”

“Cool. I go to Castlehill High.”

“Oh yeah?” I pretend to look at the scarf thing again before stuffing it back where it was. “Well, do you, uh, want to come to the food court with us? We’re just going for ice cream.”

She takes another glance at Colby, and he looks over our way at the same time. He grins. Then she’s doing it, too. The deal is done.

Colby sends me over to hook them in, because he says girls are less standoffish when I’m the one who breaks the ice because I’m a girl too, which means I’m probably nice, and I’m probably not best friends with a jerk just trying to get laid. Colby always says if we all want to be tight and have loyalty, we each have to be useful. Tristan does a lot of Colby’s homework and group projects, Garrett gets weed and fights, and I’m the wingman when it comes to girls. I’m just supposed to point the girl in Colby’s direction, and the rest takes care of itself. He’s the one who wants the girl, except he makes it so that she’s the one who chases after him. It’s kind of genius, because then he can do whatever he wants and she basically asked for it.

I know the whole thing might seem sort of pathetic, but considering what Colby gives back in return, it’s not a bad job at all to have. Besides, I get to talk to all kinds of good-looking girls, and I figure maybe someday, when I finally man up, one of these girls could end up liking me instead. Maybe.





TWO

I BET I’VE PICTURED MYSELF DATING EVERY GIRL at this school at some time or another. I’ve been at St. Peter’s Catholic High for two years and three days: that’s a lot of days of staring at the same girls. Lately, I’ve been stuck on this one. Blake has a boy’s name, crazy blond hair, and a lot of black makeup. Last week, I heard her talking about signature melee weapons for Rusted, this new Xbox game coming out soon. Ever since then, I can’t stop staring at her, at the back of her head, at that long hair, imagining what it would be like to have a girl put on shiny lip stuff just for me. And the first words out of her mouth wouldn’t be “Are you a girl or a boy?” or “You’re friends with that guy Colby, right?”

Colby snaps his fingers in front of my face. My eyes blur on the back of Blake’s head before I turn to the left, where Colby sits, drumming a pencil against his open binder. “What?”

“You checking out my next girl?” he says, pointing at Blake with his pencil.

“But . . . what about the one from the mall last night?”

“Cut her loose. Besides, Blake’s looking damn good this year. Way better than that girl.”

He just lifted his leg and pissed on Blake, even though there’s never any true competition—I mean, Colby’s That Guy, while I’m not even anything specific. This is usually how it goes. Up ahead, Blake is laughing while she’s leaning to the side, twisting her friend Robyn’s long red hair into some huge round thing that looks like an orange cinnamon bun tacked on to the back of her head.

“What about Robyn? She’s looking pretty good,” I say.

Colby makes a face. “Maybe you need glasses?”

I give a shrug, looking at the two of them talking. Robyn’s okay-looking, but next to Blake—there’s no comparing. I already knew that.

At least I’ll get to talk to Blake . . . even if it’s for him.

Mrs. Wexler holds a stack of papers and waits for stragglers to take their seats. Meanwhile, she talks about this school anniversary photography project thing and passes around forms to sign up. Colby and I laugh while we fill out a form with Tristan’s name. Finally, he zooms into class, all uncoordinated, which is probably due to the stupidly long bangs that cover his eyes. We don’t tell him about the form and hand it in when Mrs. Wexler makes the rounds again. He collapses into the seat ahead of Colby and me and turns our way. He makes a funny face.

“You guys are being weird. What’d you do?” Tristan asks.

“Nothing. Relax, dude. You’re so paranoid,” Colby says.

Tristan looks at me, but all I give him is a shrug. He sighs and goes, “What’s going on this weekend?”

Colby’s not paying attention anymore. I go over the options in my head: Colby’s backyard, video games in Colby’s room, standing outside the pizza place, going in and buying pizza, or hanging at the mall.

“Castlehill legit sucks,” Tristan says. “Nothing cool ever happens here. We need to be living in Toronto.”

“What do you know about Toronto?” Colby asks.

Tristan shrugs and looks at me.

“People get murdered a lot in Toronto,” I say. “My mom watches the news and tells me about it.”

Tristan says, “We need a car.”

“I’m working on it,” Colby says.

“Last time I asked my dad about taking the driving test, he said maybe when I’m twenty-eight,” I say.

“That’s bull. Why?” Tristan asks.

I shrug, but I know why. Johnny says it’s a Portuguese thing, but I just think it’s a stupid thing. Johnny can drive because he’s a guy; I can’t drive because I’m a girl. Just like Johnny’s been allowed to bring girls home since he was fifteen, and me having a date isn’t even something that’s a possibility at my house. It never even gets brought up. I’m lucky I’m allowed out after the sun goes down now.

“Settle down. Veuillez tout ranger, gardant seulement un stylo à encre ou un crayon,” Mrs. Wexler shouts through the noise. “Taisez-vous!” The rumbling only gets louder and soon we all cough on purpose because it drives her nuts. She pulls off her glasses with a sigh and pinches the bridge of her nose. “Class, I’m three seconds away from giving everyone a zero on this quiz.”

People quiet down—even though she deserves it for having a quiz on the first day.

“Hey, I’m gonna need you to hook that up.” Colby hitches his chin toward Blake. “You need to work your magic. Still trying to figure out when she’s working, and we’re gonna go there. I’ll let you know.”

“How do you know where—”

“Penelope! Eyes at the front,” Mrs. Wexler says, startling me into looking up. “Les yeux, you get what I’m saying?”

I don’t mean to full-on glare at her, but it’s Pen and she knows it. She’s only been my teacher for three different classes in the last two years. Now everyone turns to look at me.

“Blake, Jackson, Kally, and Tristan,” Mrs. Wexler says. Colby and I start laughing when Tristan’s head pops up all confused. “I’m going to hand your applications to Mr. Middleton, but remember there’s a meeting at lunch next Monday for those interested.”

Tristan nods, then he turns to us. “What the shizz, guys? What is she talking about?”

“You’re becoming a school photographer,” Colby says.

“No way. Come on, guys.”

Tristan and I have known each other since grade one, and we started hanging out because neither of us was cool enough to hang out with the cool guys, but we didn’t want to hang around girls either. Colby came along, and things got a lot better for Tristan and me, but still, Tristan’s sort of a goof so he’s an easy target.

After Colby and I are done laughing at Tristan’s face, I lean over my desk and smack Tristan’s arm. “We’re just messing around. Go tell Mrs. Wexler you changed your mind after class.”

The quiz gets passed around, and it’s three pages long so most of us can’t help but grumble. Thirty minutes later, I’ve given up. As if I’m going to work my butt off learning French when I can barely learn enough Portuguese to make sense to anyone besides my parents.

LATER THAT MORNING, I’M sitting on a toilet seat and it’s kind of warm, which means I’m sitting on someone else’s butt imprint. That’s what I’m thinking about when the door to the girls’ bathroom slams open and my piss stream cuts off instantly. There’s sniffling, a stall door next to me shutting, then more sniffling. A toilet paper dispenser thunders as it spins, which gives me enough noise cover to let the last of my pee escape. I flush, wash my hands, and head for the exit. Before I can open the door, there’s all this retching and gagging.

“Uh, do you need a teacher?” I call.

Stuff splashes into water. Wow.

“Do you . . .” I take another step. “Do you need something?”

“No. I’m okay.” Olivia comes out, looking all blotchy. She’s a short and pretty Asian girl. I worked my magic on her this summer for Colby, and she went for it. But, like all the others, she didn’t last long.

“Oh, I didn’t realize it was you,” I say. “You’re sick?”

“My breakfast just wasn’t sitting right.” She heaves a breath while wiping her lower eyelids with a thumb.

“But you’re crying . . .”

“I just cry when I get sick. It’s not real.”

“Oh.” It looks real to me.

“Can you please keep this to yourself?” she says.

“Who would I tell? Colby?” The way she stares back, it makes me wonder. “Why would he care?”

They had their thing for maybe a week, and then he never talked about her again. She wasn’t even his type.

“He wouldn’t. I just . . . don’t want people to know I barfed in the bathroom.”

I throw her a look, but before I can ask anything else, she sweeps past me.

AT LUNCH, I WAIT for Colby by the side doors so we can go out for a smoke. He hands me one because I really only smoke when he’s around. We head for the sidewalk where we won’t get in trouble for being on school property.

“That Mr. Marsh is full of it. He goes off about the pope declaring himself prisoner of the Vatican,” Colby says. “Like how can the dude be a prisoner in his own house? Makes no sense. So I tell Marsh that, and he says I’m being a stubborn hooligan on purpose. I wish these teachers would just teach, instead of acting like know-it-all pricks.”

“That’s weird,” I say. “So the pope was, like, on house arrest? Did he have handcuffs and—”

Just then Olivia steps out of the side doors, heading for a red sports car with tinted windows waiting at the curb. She glances up when Colby and I watch her. He has his tough face on, but that’s the look he defaults to most of the time.

“Guess some dude’s picking her up,” I say.

“Nah. That’s her mom’s car.”

“Oh.” While the car pulls away, Colby stares at it. “She was sick earlier.”

He turns to me. “How do you know she was sick?”

“I just saw her in the bathroom. She wasn’t feeling well.”

“You’re talking to her?” he says, now totally focused on me. “What did she say to you?”

“I went to take a piss, then she came in and I heard her puke. So I asked if she was all right.” When he pulls out his phone, I watch his face. “Is she all right?”

“How the hell should I know?” he says, putting the phone back. “Why do you even care? What did she say?”

“I thought you guys hadn’t talked since the beginning of August.”

“Answer the question, dude.”

“Nothing. All she said was that her breakfast didn’t sit right or something.”

He smokes deep and gazes at the sidewalk. “Listen, it probably won’t come to that, but let’s say she starts talking shit about me—there’s nothing I could do, because she’s a girl . . . but you could, right?”

“Huh?”

“You could just tell her to leave me alone, watch her mouth.”

He’s never asked me to step in like that before. “What happened? I thought you cut her loose.”

“I did. But she was different,” he says. Different good, different bad—I can’t tell. Not that it matters right now because he’s working his jaw the way he does when things start getting to him. “If she’s got a problem, then it’s hers to deal with.”

“What kind of problem?”

“I’m just asking you to have my back,” he says. The slow nod I give him must not be enough. “That’s your job, isn’t it? Just like when Garrett and the others talk shit about you, I deal with it. I don’t ask questions, I tell them to suck it. And those douches at the movies last spring—I took care of it. Even when they came back to my house and keyed my dad’s car, me and Garrett went back there and dealt with it.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I’ll deal with it if it comes to that. All I was doing is asking what happened.”

“The problem is I shouldn’t even have to give you a reason,” he says, with this tone like I should know better. “You should just trust me. That’s loyalty.”

“I know.” He’s right. He always sticks up for me without my having to ask him to. “I have your back, okay? It’s not like I even know that girl. We only all hung out like, twice, and she barely spoke to me.”

His shoulders relax as he sighs. “I’m just pissed off because I wish I never saw her at the mall that day. She wasn’t worth it.”

“It’s all right, dude,” I say.

He nods, then taps my shoulder. “Don’t get too close to her. She’s clingy as hell.”

If there’s one thing I know about, it’s loyalty. Colby’s had mine since the day we met, when we were nine years old, and he came over to play street hockey with me and my brother the day the Jensens moved two doors away from my house. He thought I was a boy, and when he realized I wasn’t, he just kept on playing. He even bodychecked me, and told me I had good stick control. He sat with me on the bus to school, and never made a big deal about Tristan tagging along. Ever since then, it’s been him and me. What kind of douche would I be to turn my back on him over some girl?





THREE

THE NEXT MORNING, I PAD THROUGH THE KITCHEN to stuff something in my mouth while I wait for Johnny to come up. He drives me to school on his way to work sometimes. Just me, because Johnny thinks Colby acts like an entitled jerk.

My mom’s in there, dropping a tea bag into a blue mug. She looks like a peasant lady from the islands about to go beat a rug with a stick out back, the way she’s covered in some flowered summer dress with flip-flops on her feet. People usually assume she’s my grandma, and sometimes that almost feels about right to me. It’s like there’s a hundred years between us.

“Mãe bença,” I say, which is this respect thing younger people are supposed to do in my family, asking an older person for a blessing.

“Deus te abençoe,” she says, which means God bless you. She turns to inspect me.

“Why you take you irmão clothes again? All the time, you take. It’s not for you.”

“This isn’t Johnny’s. It’s mine,” I say, except I totally stole the metal band T-shirt from him last week.

“You wear this and you mãe buy the beautiful clothes. It’s no good.”

I shrug. She shakes her head and moves closer to reach around me, grabbing the back of my school uniform pants by the belt and yanking them up.

“You wear clothes like you a punk druggy, Penelope. Why? Why you do this?”

“These aren’t punk druggy clothes.”

Switching to Portuguese so she can talk fast and easy, she goes into an explanation of what a punk druggy is, which basically translates to this: a punk druggy is a teenage douche who smokes cigarettes, does drugs, wears ripped-up pants too low, disrespects their parents, lies and steals, and—

“You not a boy.”

Yeah, that. “I know. I didn’t say I was.”

She thinks that because I look like a guy, I must be trying to not be a girl. I don’t speak enough Portuguese to be able to defend myself against that, so I shrug and sigh, and ignore what I can.

“You no wear that to the school.”

“I’m taking it off when I get there. My uniform shirt’s underneath.”

She lifts a warning finger at me. “You watch out now.” She always says that when she’s warning me and Johnny not to do anything stupid.

Mom wanders into the hallway and starts yelling Johnny’s name over and over. This is how she gets us to move fast, because it’s the only way to make the yelling stop. I head for the front hall, taking a seat on the bottom stair to wait. Soon, I can hear the rumble of Johnny rushing up from the basement. He unties his bandanna, slicks back the brown hair that goes down to his shoulders, puts the bandanna on again, stretches his massive biceps, then triceps, shifts his muscle shirt, and finishes with a feel of his chin for its smoothness.

“João!” Mom says. That’s his official name, the Portuguese equivalent of John, but he always hated how everyone mispronounces it Jo-wow when it should be more like J’wah, so he switched to Johnny a long time ago. I think he looks way more like a Johnny than a João.

“Relax, Ma. I’m right in front of you,” he says, slipping his morning cigarette behind an ear. “I’m not deaf.”

“Hey!” Dad says from over the upstairs banister. “Respeito.”

Johnny nods, but there’s a sigh escaping his lips. Doesn’t matter how old you are in my family, you always have to have respect for anyone older—especially your parents. Dad disappears back into the bedroom to finish getting ready for work. Mom fires a bunch of questions at Johnny. Stuff about how the patio stones are still leaning up against the house because he hasn’t bothered to get started on the backyard work he said he’d have done by now.

“Whoa,” Johnny says, lifting his arms like a shield. “I told you I’m busy at work right now. My business is the priority, man.”

They dive right into an argument, mostly in Portuguese because Johnny’s got a handle on the language. My parents’ English is pretty rough, but they understand it well enough.

“I could do it,” I say.

They both look over at the sound of my voice.

“Nah, man. I gotta level the ground,” Johnny says.

“You could show me how to do it.”

“No, no, no,” Mom says. “You want job? I give you a job to clean with you mãe. This outside is you irmão job.”

I’m not sure if by that she means that it’s my brother’s job since he does outdoor work for a living, or if it’s his job because he can grow a beard.

“Ma, if Pen wants to help, what’s the problem, huh? You think she’s gonna hit her head with a shovel and cry or something?” Johnny says. She scowls, and he nods all exaggerated. “I’ll get to it, all right?”

To me, she says, “You wanna learn the something? I teach you to do the stuff. I teach you to make the house nice. I teach you to make comida. I teach you everything I know.”

I don’t say anything.

“You wanna learn? I teach you.”

“I don’t . . . uh,” I say, but finding the least wrong-sounding way to say what I want to say isn’t easy. She won’t get it, regardless. “I want to learn to do different things.”

“Ya, ya. You talk and talk just for the . . .” She starts over in Portuguese, saying I only want to do things that I know she won’t be into, that she doesn’t know anything about, and I do it all on purpose. When I try to respond, she waves me off and huffs and puffs her way back to the living room.

“Does she try to teach you how to do laundry and make food?” I ask Johnny.

He sighs like, You know what she’s like. “Let’s get outta here, little sister. I got a full day. I’m gonna pick you up at three fifteen later, so be ready out front.”

Sometimes I wish I could ditch school and go work with Johnny, instead of having to wait all day to go help him after school. I’m pretty sure I learn a whole lot more being around him, anyway.

DURING FOURTH PERIOD, I put Mr. Middleton and his Shakespeare on hold to go take a leak. The hallway still smells like all the deep-fried stuff from the cafeteria lunch. When I walk into the bathroom, Blake is there, dropping a wad of paper towels into the garbage.

“Hey, Pen,” she says.

She knows my name. Of course she knows my name. There aren’t that many people who go here, and I’m pretty sure there’s only one of me at this school. I feel like walking right back out for a second. Guys don’t have to deal with this kind of bathroom awkwardness. What if she thinks I’m here to take a dump?

“Hi.”

“What class do you have right now?” she asks.

“English. You?”

“Math.”

“Ew.”

“Yeah. I’m not in a hurry to get back, but I’ve already been here picking at my face for seven minutes.” She points to this red thing on her cheek that looks angry. I wonder if the mirror shows her how pretty she is. I really have to pee, but it’s not going to happen when she’s within earshot.

“We’re doing Shakespeare so I pretty much want to poke my eyes out with my pen. That dude makes me hate reading.”

She laughs, and it’s a raspy sound that makes my lower back tingle. “Well, guess I better get back to class. See you later, Pen.”

My name between her lips is the best thing ever.

“Yeah. See ya.”

When I talk to her next, it’ll probably be so I can hook her in for Colby.

WHEN THE LAST BELL rings, I take my time at my locker. Johnny won’t be here for another twenty minutes. Outside, I wait a while, watching the city bus make its stop across the street. Soon Olivia comes rushing out of the entrance doors behind me.

“I missed it, didn’t I,” she says.

“The bus? Yeah, it went by a minute ago.”

Olivia drops her bag and then lets herself fall on the pavement, coming to a cross-legged position. I look around to see if there’s anyone else here, but all the people are off by the side lot. She looks like someone whose house just went up in flames.

I edge closer to her. “What’s going on between you two?”

“I can’t talk to you.”

“All right, well—fine.”

“You seemed nice but I’m not stupid,” she says. When I screw up my eyebrows, she goes, “You’re Colby’s buddy.”

“So?”

“So . . .” She widens her eyes like I should know what she’s talking about. Like I’m being dumb. “I knew what was going on. You asked me to hang out, and you knew what was going to happen. You know what he’s like.”

My mouth is all hanging open. “Uh . . . are you blaming me for—for whatever drama you’ve got going on?”

She shakes her head, tucks her black hair behind her ears, and drops her head into her hands. I take a deep breath, except all that does is make some of the anger from my gut rise up. “It’s not like I’m responsible for what he does. You didn’t have to follow me that day.”

“Maybe you could’ve warned me,” she says.

“You think it’s my job to get in my best friend’s way and mess up his game?”

“Maybe,” she says, all weak. Then louder: “Yes, I do.”

“Why—because I’m a girl, too?” I scoff, because she wouldn’t be saying this stuff to me if I was a guy. She wouldn’t expect me to owe her anything. “I have my own stuff to worry about. And you just admitted you knew better, but you still went for it.” I’m looking at the top of her head. “I don’t even know you. I was just trying to be nice.”

Her head whips up. “Nice? That was you being nice?”

“It was supposed to be.”

No sign of Johnny yet. I sit cross-legged next to Olivia.

“Fine. Here’s some advice,” I start. “Stay away from him.”

“Yes, well,” she says, while rising and dusting off her butt, “it’s a little late for that. I already learned that lesson.” She stares at the street and her face goes sad. “I have to call a taxi.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

Johnny’s truck rumbles as it pulls into the lot. I watch it for a second, then go back to watching Olivia dragging her feet, her shoulders hanging low. The truck stops by me and I hop in. Johnny stares at Olivia as we drive by her, then he goes, “Who’s that?”

“Just some girl.”

“Nice.”

“It’s not like that. She’s one of Colby’s.”

“Well, if you play your cards right,” he says with a wink, “maybe she can be one of yours.”

“Yeah, right.”

I pull my phone out and text Colby: don’t think u’ll have 2 worry about Olivia anymore—took care of it





FOUR

LATER ON THAT WEEK, ON SATURDAY NIGHT, I slide the basement door open and step into Colby’s room. I can tell something’s off. For one, he’s smoking weed right in his house, and the door’s only slid open by a crack. There’s music blaring, and there’s a mess of papers and clothes all over the floor like he got into some kind of fight with random stuff. Although it’s not like he has a pissy mom nagging him to clean his room all the time. His mom doesn’t even come down here, so what does it matter that his big basement room’s a mess.

He spots me finally, rolls off his bed and goes for the stereo, turning down the volume.

“Your parents are out?” I ask.

“Yeah. They had some concert in Toronto tonight, so they got a hotel room downtown,” he says. “Tristan’s on his way. Let’s go sit outside.”

“Are you all right, dude?”

“Yeah.”

“You seem pissed or something.”

“I’m fine. Just drop it, Pen.”

He sweeps by me and goes out the way I came. I take another glance at his messy room, just in case I’ll find some clue for why he’s on edge, but there’s nothing. So I head out, too.

If my parents had a balcony off the kitchen and they were standing on it, they could probably just see my head from Colby’s backyard. But we don’t have a balcony, and my parents are both asleep. My mom thinks I’m crashing downstairs with Johnny but I don’t even think he’s home yet. I haven’t heard his truck. He’s not answering my texts, so he must be with Jenna, this girl he’s sort of dating when they’re both in the mood.

Tristan shows up with his bag clanging like there’s a Portuguese wedding reception dinner going on in there. He sets it down on the patio table where Colby and I are seated.

“What’d you bring?” Colby asks.

“Check it out.” Tristan wags his eyebrows, digs into his backpack, and yells, “Whiskey!”

“Nice.”

Tristan pulls out another skinnier bottle. It’s got some stuff that looks pink.

Colby plucks the bottle from his hand. “What is that?”

“My mom likes it. It’s some fruity wine.” Colby shoots Tristan a look. “What? Alcohol is alcohol. Pen can drink it.”

“Why me?”

“Because it’s pink,” Tristan says.

“Yeah, good one,” I say. Since Garrett started hanging out with us, it’s like Tristan doesn’t think twice about throwing me under the bus.

“If anyone’s gonna drink that stuff, it’s you.” Colby opens the bottle, takes a whiff, then places it on the table in front of Tristan. “Go. Drink.”

“I don’t like wine.”

“Drink.”

“Why?”

“Because Pen is a loyal friend,” Colby says, and I figure he must be talking about Olivia. “And you—well you got us a D on our science paper.”

“I messed up the experiment. It’s a legit mistake. It’s not like you helped,” Tristan says. He reaches for the whiskey bottle, but Colby gets to it first.

“Nope. The fruity stuff is yours.” Colby laughs and puts the whiskey bottle between us. Tristan gets this pathetic look on his face. Colby waits and lights another smoke. I pick up the whiskey, watching the dark brown liquid sloshing against the glass.

“Seriously, take a chug,” Colby tells Tristan.

It gets silent. Tristan puts his hand around the bottle and reads the label. I don’t get why he doesn’t just take a drink so we can move on to something else. He always makes it worse for himself.

“Okay, fine.” Colby puts a finger on the spot where the top of the label starts. “Drink down to here. That’s all you gotta do.”

Tristan looks over at me, but I pretend I don’t notice. I’m glad it’s not me who has to drink the pink booze. It reminds me of when we were young, how whenever people did stuff to Tristan, he’d go all stiff and pretend none of it was happening. And the whole time, I was sort of glad he was the one getting picked on, because then it wasn’t me getting asked why I was a boy with braided hair.

“Pass it over,” I tell Tristan. “I’ll drink the pink stuff.”

“No,” Colby says. “I told him to drink it.”

“So? I said I’ll drink it.”

The bottle’s on the table between the three of us. I go to reach for it, while Tristan stares all wide-eyed and quiet. Then Colby sticks his big hand out. “I said no!” He goes to grab the bottle before I do and ends up knocking it over. It shatters on the tiled ground between us, glass and fizzy liquid spraying our legs.

“Oops,” Colby says with a grin. “You got lucky, Tristan.”

Colby puts the wrong end of a new cigarette in his mouth and plunges its filter into the flame of his lighter. He inhales and makes a face. “These cigarettes taste like ass.” He reaches for the whiskey and hands it to Tristan.

IT’S LATE AS HELL after Tristan takes off, and I figure I’ll crash on Colby’s couch and sneak home in the morning, before my parents wake up.

“Dude, it’s so hot in here,” I say. “Can we open the door and the windows all the way?”

He goes for the game controllers. “Yeah, do what you want.”

So I walk around the room, opening what I can. It’s mid-September, but the weather’s all over the place these days.

“I’ve had it with girls, Pen. I’m done.”

“What’s going on?” I ask, pretty sure I know this is about one girl in particular.

No answer. He collapses on the couch and turns on the TV. I sit on the other end. There’s no talking while we pick our Street Fighter characters, and he decides which stage we’ll fight in. I don’t know why he picked that game, because I’ll just end up kicking his ass and he’ll get even more annoyed.

The fight starts and I knock his health bar down by half.

“Smoke,” he says, handing me the joint he just lit. “You have an unfair advantage. I’m stoned and drunk right now.”

I take a few tokes, and it’s so harsh it makes me cough. I don’t like the feeling of being stoned. It makes me all paranoid, feeling like my mom’s about to sneak up on me, ready to drag me away by the ear.

I still manage to knock him out three times. He jams the buttons like that’ll somehow give him skills.

“Of course a girl kicks my ass at Street Fighter,” he mutters, and I get the urge to smack his arm for sounding like Garrett. “Because today wasn’t bad enough already.”

“What happened?”

“Girls can suck it,” he says, chucking the controller aside. It hits me in the thigh. I take it and turn the game into a fight between me and an AI opponent instead. “I’m telling you right now, Pen, I’m not letting any girl mess with me from now on. I’ve had it. Getting in their pants isn’t worth it.”

Colby’s words come out pretty clear, considering what he drank earlier and what he’s smoking now.

“Are you talking about Olivia right now?” I ask.

“No one is talking to Olivia from now on,” he says. When I don’t reply, he goes, “You got it? She doesn’t exist anymore.”

I nod. Olivia should’ve listened to me when I told her to stay away. She must not have, and obviously it just made things worse, but that’s her problem.

Another joint sparks, and there’s smoke everywhere. Even if I wasn’t having the occasional toke, I’d still be buzzed off the fumes. It’s so hot in here, and there’s sweat collecting on my neck, under my hair. I pull off my hoodie, and now I’m a sweaty bastard in a muscle top. When I go to tighten my ponytail, the rubber band snaps, and the pieces get stuck in my hair.

“Can I borrow a shirt?” I ask.

“Yeah, whatever.” He sighs before resuming his rant. “I just wanna have fun and get laid. That’s all anyone should be into, right?”

“Well, that’s cool, I guess. As long as you don’t make the girl think you’d be into doing the boyfriend-girlfriend thing. You gotta find a girl who’s into what you’re into, I guess. A girl who won’t get clingy, and just wants to mess around.”

He nods like I spoke the truest truth, but then his face drops. “Wait—you think I led her on?”

“Olivia?”

“Any of them.”

“I’m not there when you guys are alone, dude. I don’t know.”

“They lead themselves on, then they think they can trap me,” he says. He reaches over the side of the couch and comes back with a bag of chips, handing it to me. “You think one might be different, then it’s like, nope, same old. I swear, Pen, there are times I’d punch a girl if I was allowed.”

“Uh . . .”

“Not, like, really hit a girl, or whatever. I wouldn’t do that. But sometimes it’s like, if that girl was a guy right now, we’d settle this a different way, you know?” he says, waiting for me to nod along. “It’s a good thing you’re not like that, Pen, because then we definitely wouldn’t be buddies.”

“Yeah, true.”

He nudges me with his elbow. “You sure you’re ready for that crap? Girls are evil, dude. They try to change you, turn you into a pussy.”

I shrug, tossing Cheetos into my mouth. I’m so ready for that crap, although it’s not like finding a girl is as easy for me as it is for him. Finding a girl to take on a real date, to kiss, to talk with—that just sounds impossible sometimes. Colby’s always known I was into girls, I never had to tell him, but he really doesn’t get what it’s like for me. Girls—no, not just girls—people don’t even know how to talk to me, how to be around me.

Colby’s looking at me funny through the smoke coming from the joint in his mouth. “What?”

“Dude, you look like such a girl under your hoodie,” he says.

“I told you I need a shirt. Shut up.”

I head for the dresser, picking through until I find a T-shirt that might work. At one point, Colby and I were almost the same size. But a couple years ago, he got more muscle and I got a layer of pudge and a chest. I throw on a black shirt, pulling my hair out from my neck.

Colby hitches his chin at the TV and says, “Slashko, co-op.”

He swaps out the disks, then we sit on the couch and set up our offline campaign. I hate gaming online because of all the bull these dudes throw at me—like saying nasty sex stuff over headsets, or talking crap about my gameplay, or just booting me out when they find out I’m a girl. I stick to gaming by myself, or with people I know, which is better anyway.

Colby gets us killed three times during a covert mission. We’re supposed to infiltrate this alien camp in the sewers, then pick off the enemies without getting caught, but his aim is all over the place, so the alarms go off every time he shoots.

“Man, screw this game!” he says, flinging the controller.

“Chill. Just let me do it. I’ll even get you the achievement. Don’t shoot your damn gun until I tell you to.”

One guy left to take out, and he’s standing next to the alarm switch, surrounded by five German shepherds. I could use the plasma cannon, but for the achievement, it’s pistol only. If I don’t get him right between the eyes and quickly throw a bomb to take care of the dogs, he’ll hit the switch, and the dogs will charge at me. It kind of bugs me that I have to blow up dogs—even if they’re fake game dogs—but they’re trying to eat me, so whatever.

I take out my pistol with silencer.

My gun’s aimed.

The guy finishes talking on his walkie-talkie.

I take a breath. Time to pull the trigger—

But instead, Colby’s touching me—raking his fingers through my hair, where it hits my back.

I miss the shot, and the dogs are on me.

What?

I’m not even sure it’s happening at first, but then he does it again. I get goose bumps and jerk away. Because the only time Colby ever touches me is to smack my shoulder or punch my upper arm. What the hell is going on?

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask. “You’re creeping me out.”

“It’s like you’re a girl, but you’re not.”

“So?”

“So . . . it might be kind of perfect, right?”

I feel funny. Guys don’t look at me like this, just like guys don’t look at each other like that, unless they’re gay. Is this gay? I don’t even know what to think because my brain’s fried. There must be something else laced in that weed.

Colby’s handing me the joint, so I take it.

All of a sudden, he’s in front of me. His face is right there.

“Dude,” I say. It’s all that will come out.

“I’m just trying something,” he says, too close to my face. “Just messing around.”

And then a dude is kissing me. I’m kissing Colby.
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