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Dedication

Dedicated

 to the many victims

of the cockroaches 

of ignorance and intolerance.
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Epigraph

Come as you were,

Not as you’ll be,

Remember to bring back

the best part of me.

Take what you find,

Leave what you lost,

Light the way burning

the bridges you crossed . . .

— Konniption, “Come As You Were”




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

1. Full Stop

2. Sideways

3. Coke and Crayolas

4. Horror/Comedy, but Mostly Horror

5. Exit Strategy

6. Hostile Territory

7. My Sunscreen Ignorance

8. The Memory of Memories

9. All the Things That Never Happened

10. Cheeseburger in Parallel

11. Nevermore

12. Who We Are

13. Ignorance is a Cockroach

14. Here’s the Thing . . .

15. Counting Cows

16. Expunged, Expelled, and Otherwise Obliterated

17. Dots, Connected

18. A While Till Yesterday

19. Skater on the Roof

20. All the Easy Answers

21. Larger Than Initially Reported

22. Point Seven Three

23. “I’m So Glad You’re Mine”

24. Cars Heading South

25. Two White Girls Visiting a Black Kid in Jail

26. Blunt Object

27. World Without Miracles

28. Hail Mary

29. Red

30. A New Kind of Balance

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Neal Shusterman

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher



1

Full Stop

You’re not going to believe me.

You’ll say I’ve lost my mind, or that I’ve suffered one too many concussions. Or maybe you’ll convince yourself that I’m conning you, and that you’re the butt of some elaborate practical joke. That’s okay. Believe whatever you want if it helps you sleep. That’s what we do, isn’t it? Build ourselves a comfy web of reality like busy little spiders, and cling to it so we can get through the worst of days.

We’ve had plenty of troubled days, haven’t we? All of us. The ground shifts, and the world changes, and we go tumbling. It can happen in the time it takes for a traveler to step off an international flight and sneeze. Or the time it takes for a man with a crushed windpipe to stop breathing.

I’ve seen all that, just like you . . . but I’ve known other things. The kind of world-bending events that can’t be tracked by the news or by scientists. Changes that no one else on Earth will ever know.

But like I said, you don’t have to buy into anything I say. In fact, it’s better for you if you don’t. Tell yourself it’s only a story. Stay in the middle of your web. Catch a few flies. Live the dream.

My name is Ash. With all the things that have changed, my name hasn’t. It’s a constant around which the rest of my universe revolves, and I’m grateful for that.

Less-than-interesting fact: Ash is short for Ashley—which, as my grandmother repeatedly says, was once “a very masculine name.” It was her brother’s name. Apparently he was named after some guy in Gone With the Wind, because he had the bad luck to be born in 1939, when the movie came out—and long before people were willing to admit how racist it was. He had a twin brother named Rhett, who eventually died of polio. And here’s the funny thing—the guy who played Ashley Wilkes in the movie? His real name was Leslie Howard. Dude couldn’t get a break, even fictionally.

My name only became an issue once a year on the first day of school, when clueless teachers called it out, looking for a girl. Anyone who was stupid enough to make an obnoxious comment basically got their liver handed to them by yours truly, so classmates learned to just let it go. Anyway, Ash always worked for me. And only my aforementioned grandmother calls me Ashley.

Although this story begins and ends with football, it’s the stuff in between that matters. The mystery meat in the sandwich you’ve already been warned you won’t be able to swallow, much less digest. Drink milk, it’ll calm your stomach.

It would be a stretch to say that football was my life—but a lot of my life revolved around it. I played since I was little, and was a starter on my high school team—the Tibbetsville Tsunamis. Don’t start. It’s not my fault. The school used to be “the Blue Demons” but years ago a holier-than-thou type on the school board raised a big stink, claiming it was “unwholesome,” and made the school change it. So our mascot went from a grinning blue demon that never hurt anybody to a snarling blue wave that killed 800,000 people in Southeast Asia, and made sushi radioactive in Japan. Somehow that’s less offensive. At least we have cool helmets.

The sport might have been my life if I was a running back, or a wide receiver, or, that dream of dreams, a quarterback. But I’m not fast. I’m not graceful. I’m not “poetry in motion.” I’m more like a poetry slam. You could say I’m sturdy. Not fat, but solid. Like an oak. It’s part of what makes me a fantastic defensive tackle.

Tackles and linebackers—we do the dirty work and get no glory—but we’re always, always the reason for victories and losses. See, the quarterback is like the lead singer of a band whose head swells so big, he goes solo, and demands only blue M&M’s in his dressing room. The running backs and wide receivers, they’re guitar and bass. But the linemen? We’re the rhythm. The drummers who hold the beat, but are always in the background.

That’s okay, though. I was never in it for the attention. I loved the raw energy of it. I loved the way it felt to smash through an offensive line. And I loved the feel and the sound of crashing helmets. Remember that, because it’s going to come back.

I was known for my tackles. My hits. Rarely were there flags on my tackles, and I prided myself on that. I did it right, and I did it well. To the best of my knowledge, I never caused a concussion—but I bruised and got bruised. Sometimes pretty badly, but I never complained. “Walk it off” was our family motto.

“Enjoy it now,” my father once told me. “Because it’s over sooner than you think.”

My dad also played high school football. He was counting on a college scholarship but never got one. Instead he went to work for my uncle, managing auto parts distribution. He walked it off. Between that and what Mom earned as a nutritionist, we scraped by okay. Thank God for fast food; it drove people to my mom like a cattle chute.

That’s how things were. It’s what doctors call “baseline.” The reading by which everything else is measured. It was the normal before everything went to some place way past hell.

There are choices we make, choices that are made for us, and things we ignore long enough until all choices have fallen away. I’ve been plenty guilty of ignoring stuff I don’t want to deal with until it doesn’t matter anymore, or it’s too screwed up to bother fixing. Like the time I put off registering for the PSAT until it was too late. My mom was furious, but I didn’t care. She was enrolling me in an SAT prep class, so what was the point of wasting a perfectly good Saturday on a practice test I’d be taking half a dozen times anyway? Besides, I was hoping for the scholarship Dad never got.

“That’s what Jay next door thought,” my mom had pointed out. “He hung everything on a scholarship he never got, and didn’t get in anywhere.”

“There’s always community college,” my father chimed in, always taking whatever side my mother didn’t. “It’s less expensive, and he can transfer to a university in two years that won’t bankrupt us.”

It made me think of my friend Leo Johnson, who was already being courted by major schools. I was happy for him, and it would bring recruiters to our games, but I knew none of them would be looking at me. I can’t deny that I envied the options Leo would have—but I had to trust that I’d have choices, too.

So where was my choice, then, that took me down the path to the tweaked places I ended up? It couldn’t have been the choice to play ball that day. I mean, who in their right mind chooses not to play their sport without a good reason—such as death or dismemberment. Few things would keep me away from the field. I had an obligation to my team. There wasn’t even a premonition that first day. There was nothing to indicate that something was beginning that couldn’t be undone.

Maybe it was the choice to play football in the first place all those years ago that set things in motion. But was that really a choice? Football was my father’s love. It was the way he and I connected, so I loved it, too. Sometimes it’s like that when you’re a kid. You eat up whatever your parents put on your life’s plate.

So let me set the table for you, before I heap on the crazy-ass casserole. It’s Friday, September 8. It’s the first game of the season. I’d come back from summer vacation with a growth spurt, and had hit hell week hard. I was ready. As it was still almost two months before daylight savings kicked in, the game would begin in late-afternoon sun, but would end under the stark halogen lights that could turn the ordinary into a spectacle.

The locker room was all wild energy that the coach had to harness into a “wall and a wedge.” That’s how he wanted us to see it. The Tsunami defense was a wall of water that nothing could get through. The offense was a whitewater wedge, surging through everything in its path.

As soon as I suited up, I went over to Leo. He and I had been best friends for as long as I could remember. We’d been playing football together since we were little kids in the Pop Warner league, where the padding made us so top-heavy we could be tackled by a stiff breeze. Leo was an amazing wide receiver. It was like he had tractor beams in his fingertips that could suck a football out of the sky. He was Black, like about a third of our team. Actually, our team was a good representation of the school demographic. A fair balance between white, Black, and Latinx, with one Asian kid everyone called Kamikaze, even though he was Korean, not Japanese.

I was friends with just about all of them, and we would always give each other good-natured shit.

“If you were any whiter, I could wave you to stop a war,” my friend Mateo Zuñiga once told me, after trying and failing to teach me Spanish pronunciation. Mateo was the best field-goal kicker in the county. He might not have helped my pronunciation, but he did a pretty good job of educating my taste buds, since his mother’s cooking was a religious experience—including the miracle of late-night pozole.

At the time, I thought having a diverse group of friends checked my box of social responsibility. Like there was nothing more for me to do than have some brown at the table. “Color shouldn’t matter” I was always taught—and always believed. But there’s a big difference between “shouldn’t” and “doesn’t.” Privilege is all about not seeing that gap.

While Mateo and Kamikaze and everyone else in the locker room were whooping themselves into a frenzy, Leo always got quiet before a game. Focusing. “If I’m gonna make it to the end zone, I gotta already be there in my head,” he once told me. But today, I knew there was more to it.

“Ready to make the Wildebeests an endangered species?” I asked him, hoping to get him into the spirit of things. (Yes, we were playing the Wharton Wildebeests—they made the Tsunamis sound good.)

Leo grinned. “They’re already endangered,” he said. “I hear they only breed in captivity.”

It was good to get a smile out of him. I knew this was the first game he was playing since his girlfriend moved to Michigan—which might as well have been Mars. In the weeks before the move, Leo was all about applying to Michigan State, convinced that what the two of them had would stand the test of time. Then she sent him a break-up text. From the plane. That had to be a first, getting dumped from 37,000 feet. A long way to fall.

“She did the right thing,” Leo said after it happened. “Senior year shouldn’t be about waiting for someone you might never see again. And sometimes it’s best to pull the Band-Aid off fast.” Although it seemed to me it was more like a full chest waxing.

I sat down next to him on the bench. “You do know that all the girls in the stands are gonna have their eyes on you now, right?”

“I know it,” he said. “But I’m not there yet. A few more weeks.”

I had to hand it to him. Other guys might rebound into the next pair of open arms, but not Leo. He had his priorities straight.

“Well, then,” I said, “maybe you can deflect some of those eyes in my direction.”

“Will do,” he said, then his grin took on the slightest slant. “Problem is, it’ll only work for the ones who need glasses.”

I laughed, and he laughed harder, and I laughed harder still. That’s the way it was with us. The way I thought it would always be.

The first five minutes of the game were high energy, because we were so excited to be back on the field before cheering spectators. The Wildebeests were a competent but uninspired team. A good team to cut our teeth on in the beginning of the season. No score by the start of the second quarter, but we were confident of the win. Then Layton Vandenboom, our quarterback, made a bad pass that was intercepted. While he beat himself up over it (something he would continue to do for a whole week, whether we won or lost), the defensive squad took the field. That meant me, if you haven’t been paying attention.

The Wildebeests had a weasel of a quarterback, known for complaining to the refs about every little thing. Taking down the whining Wildebeest weasel would be a very satisfying thing.

So both teams got into position on the line of scrimmage, and the play began. The ball was snapped, and I sprang into action. You’re supposed to engage by the shoulders. Helmet crunches, while not strictly forbidden, are not advised, but sometimes can’t be avoided. Things happen. And, as I’ve always loved that head-banging feeling, I never minded when it happened. Like I said, my power hit was my trademark. It was the thing that could maybe get me the scholarships that my father never got.

But this time, the hit was different.

You know how sometimes when you’re startled by a loud sound, your brain misfires so you see a phantom flash along with the sound? Well, this was like a sudden surge of phantom cold. Not a blast of air or a feverish chill—it was more like my blood had been replaced by ice water, but only for an instant. Then the feeling was gone and I was on the ground, and I had tackled the Wildebeest weasel, ball still in hand, and the crowd was cheering.

I didn’t even remember the time between hitting the lineman and getting to the quarterback. It was like I teleported there.

Twelve-yard loss for the Wildebeests. The weasel was whining that there should have been a flag on the play, but of course there was none, because there was no infraction. Nothing unusual about the play . . . except for the cold that I could no longer feel, but that had been very real. What the hell was that?

High fives, butt slaps, knuckle punches, and back to the line. Only now I had something like a headache. Not really a headache, but something like one. It felt like an electric hum that you feel instead of hear. Walk it off, right? I did, and didn’t think about it for the rest of the game.

We won twenty-four to fourteen, and in our post-game high, the memory of that icebolt was almost lost. It wasn’t until much later that I remembered it.

After the game, a bunch of us went out for burgers at the Tibbetsville Towne Centre—one of those pretentious anti-malls with misplaced e’s that’s all about Fridaye and Saturdaye nights. Movie theaters, bowling, and restaurants, as well as a fast-food court for those who just wanted to scarf down something quick and cheap. As the best football team in a town that mainlined the sport, the Tsunamis basically owned the food court on Friday nights.

Layton had his girlfriend, Katie, with him. His arm hung around her shoulders like a slab of beef weighing her down. When you think of a quarterback and his popular girlfriend, these are the two you picture. Layton was an all-American, white-bread kid who probably dreamed of being Captain America. Katie was a cheerleader who had a lot more going for her that Layton didn’t notice. He had trouble seeing past her pom-poms.

You know how some people see a stereotype, and just become it? The path is there, it’s wide, and it’s well trod. It’s easier to follow that path than to defy it. Some people follow that path all the way into the box that’s waiting for them at the end, where the sermon is rote and the flowers are plastic. And so it is and ever shall be, the quarterback and the cheerleader, in every school, in every town, now and forever, amen.

I don’t think Katie was really a cheerleader by choice. In the spring she played tennis, and clearly her heart was in that—but her mother had been a cheerleader, and her sister had been, and she had been encouraged in it since she was little. Like I said, we eat from the plate our parents set before us. I must confess here that Katie and I had a history, although not the kind you’re thinking. We buried a body together. But I’ll get to that later.

Norris, an offensive lineman (and “offensive” has multiple meanings here), was also with us. He was there on his own, because his on-again/off-again relationship with his girlfriend was currently in the off position and seemed likely to stay that way. Norris seemed to like the idea of a relationship rather than the actual thing. Or maybe they kept breaking up because of Norris’s chronic douchiness, and comments that rarely appeared to have a brain tethered to the other end. I’m sure you know a guy like Norris. Everyone does. Constantly making stupid decisions and saying all the wrong things at all the wrong times, like maybe he was taking a dump when God was handing out common sense. One time he made a bunch of Mexican jokes that nobody wanted to hear, which made Mateo come over and punch his lights out.

You put up with the Norrises of the world because A) He was your friend long before you realized he was an asshole, and B) He’s like a sponge for all your bad thoughts about yourself, because no matter how crappy a day you’re having, at least you’re not Norris.

And, of course Leo was there, with his sister, Angela, who’d taken it upon herself to fill in socially for Leo, now that his ex-girlfriend was a Martian. Angela was a year younger than us, but most people took her and Leo to be twins, since she always hung out with an older crowd. I cannot deny that she was hot. I might have asked her out, but that would have been problematic on several levels. First of all, you don’t want to date your best friend’s sister because it never ends well on any front. Secondly, although I’m ashamed to admit it, dating a Black girl would have given my grandpa a second heart attack. I wouldn’t call my grandfather racist. Okay, well, actually I would call him racist, just not to his face.

“It’s a generational thing,” my mom always said, too embarrassed by it to address it in any meaningful way. Grandpa didn’t have a problem with Leo, but I did once catch him hitting the lock button on his car when Leo came over. It’s not like he thought Leo would steal it, but seeing a Black kid reminded him to lock it. Old people, right? Leo never made a big deal of it, so it never occurred to me that maybe it bothered him more than he let on.

I got into a fight with Leo only once about race—over two years back, when I made an asinine comment about affirmative action in social studies. I pointed out that Leo had better grades than just about anyone in class—and definitely better than anyone on the football team, which, to the simple sophomore I was at the time, was proof that no one needs to get preferential treatment because of race. Then he smacked me down with talk about all the kids who weren’t as lucky as he’d been—who didn’t have the opportunities he’d had, and found all the doors shut before they got there. “When you gotta spend all your time just kicking down the door, you’re already exhausted, and miles behind the ones who get to prance right through,” he had said. “Do you really think that’s fair?”

I hadn’t thought of it that way, so I apologized and told him I didn’t mean anything by it, but I guess you can’t backpedal when you say something stupid that you hadn’t really thought out. Definitely not one of my shining moments. But at least I’m not Norris.

“This country is filled with the well-intentioned ignorant,” Leo told me. “It’s a freaking plague, and you’re a carrier.”

The upshot was that Leo and I didn’t talk for about a week. Then it passed, and things were okay. I mean, he was my best friend—we couldn’t let a little thing like racial tension get between us. And then I went out to protest police brutality with him, standing with a hand-painted sign and a fist in the air. I thought that was enough to show him I was on the right side of history. I have a different perspective now.

So anyway, six of us were eating burgers. Us guys were still pumped from our victory, and high on the adrenaline that makes any competitive sport so addictive—yet underneath it all, I could feel a strange current of uneasiness. This wasn’t a premonition, but an aftershock—because it wasn’t about something that was going to happen. It already had happened; I just didn’t know it yet. A sense of something being “wrong.” Was the feeling inside me, or around me? Was it both? In the moment, my body could only translate the feeling into that weird buzzing headache.

“I can’t believe I threw such a bad pass,” Layton lamented.

“Dude, give it a break,” Norris said. “We beat the Wildefreaks, that’s all that matters.”

But the look on Layton’s face said otherwise. Right about then, Katie shifted beneath his arm and began to eat one french fry after another—so quickly that Layton had to counter by removing his arm from her shoulder and using that hand to grab some fries for himself before they were all gone.

I grinned because I realized that was exactly why she had done it. Not because she wanted the fries, but because she had to motivate Layton to remove his arm, freeing her from the weight. Katie threw me a brief, guilty glance, knowing that I had seen this, and I gave her a quick wink to let her know that her secret was safe with me. She looked away, but then I could see her suppressing a smile. I remember wondering if it was disloyal of me to look forward to the time she and Layton broke up, so I could have my chance with her—a chance I should have taken a while ago, but never had the guts to do. I wouldn’t let my mind go down that path too soon, though. I just kept it on a mental back burner. I was never the kind of guy to make moves on someone else’s girlfriend. There were rumors, though, that Layton didn’t exactly treat her right. At the time, I didn’t think it was any of my business—but all the more reason for me to think their ’ship was sinking before the end of football season.

We talked more football as we ate, and Angela became bored. “Don’t you guys have any other interests?”

“Food,” said Norris. “And sex.”

“In that order, for Norris,” I added.

“If you didn’t want to hear football talk,” Leo asked, “why did you come?”

“So that Katie wouldn’t have to fight toxic male culture alone.”

“We’re not toxic,” I told her. “Just because we’re football players doesn’t mean we’re unenlightened, and stuff.”

“And stuff,” she mocked. “I will concede that current toxicity levels are in the green, but if they start to rise, I’ll let you know.”

A dozen yards away, a server dropped a tray. Since the place served everything in red plastic baskets, nothing broke—there were just a few impotent thuds and the clattering of silverware. It made my head jerk around, though, and my brain spun like one of those dashboard compasses. I took a deep breath, and splayed my hands out on the table, as if feeling a solid, stable surface under my palms and fingertips could reassure me that gravity was still pulling in the same basic direction. Norris had begun the obligatory applause at the food dump, and everyone was looking over in the direction of the hapless waiter scrambling to clean it up before the manager came out. It was Katie who noticed me, the way I had noticed her.

“You okay, Ash?”

“Yeah, fine,” I told her. “Just got dizzy for a sec.”

Layton then looked at Katie, followed her gaze to me, and raised his eyebrows. “Where’d your blood go, man? Into your toes? You look morgue-ready. Are you gonna hurl?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Katie pushed her water glass toward me. “Maybe you’re dehydrated,” she said.

“Thanks.” I took a few gulps, and Layton told me to keep the glass—just in case I was contagious.

The dizziness faded, although it came back whenever I turned my head too fast. Was this a concussion? I’d had concussions before—minor ones—but this was different. You know how, when people get transplants, the body will reject the organ, and they have to take meds to stop it? Well that’s the closest I can come to describing the feeling. My body wasn’t rejecting my brain, but the stuff inside it. As if my own mind was an invader. It didn’t make sense at the time, but later it was weird how accurate that thought was. In the moment, however, I just wanted to deny and dismiss it. I would walk it off, damn it! I would walk it off.

I drove Norris home that night because he had yet to pass his driving test. Last time he made it all the way to the end, then honked at an old lady in a crosswalk.

“The guy from the DMV had it out for me,” Norris lamented. “I’ll bet that old lady was a plant.”

“Just add it to your conspiracy theories,” I told him, of which he had many.

“Don’t laugh,” he said. “The truth will out!”

That’s when I almost killed us.

Things that change your life—things that change your world—rarely come with a warning. They broadside you like an eighteen-wheeler at an intersection. In football that’s called clipping. It’s highly illegal. A substantial penalty. But the universe plays by no rules, or at least none that make sense to those of us bound by time and physics.

The truck in question barreled into the intersection after my car clearly had possession. Its horn blared, and I knew slamming on the brakes would guarantee a bloody T-boning, so I punched the accelerator instead, to get far enough in front of it. The truck never slowed down as it flew through the intersection. It missed us by inches.

Now I slammed on the brakes. By the time we came to a stop, we were twenty yards down the street, and the truck had gone its unmerry way. Even though we were at a complete standstill now, I was still gripping the steering wheel in white-knuckle mode, trying to confirm that we were still, indeed, alive.

“Jeez, Ash, what the hell is wrong with you?” Norris blurted, now that it was over. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

“Just you,” I told him. “Fail.” I hoped a little snark might bring us back to a normal headspace, but it didn’t.

And then Norris said, “You totally ran that stop sign.”

“No, I didn’t. There wasn’t one.”

But when I looked behind us, I saw the backside of a familiar octagonal sign. I thought back to driving class. Our instructor told us that most accidents are human error. Today I was the human error.

I looked around to see who else had witnessed my profoundly bad driving. The only person on the street was a skinny guy on a skateboard. He rolled past, oblivious of the near miss. Turns out that skater was not oblivious at all, but I didn’t know that yet. For the time being he was just a dude on a skateboard. Easy to ignore. Easy to forget. For now.

I eased onto the accelerator and resumed our trip, driving much more cautiously than before. Yet in spite of how carefully I was driving, I almost missed the next stop sign as well. I leaned on the brakes—not enough to alert Norris to the fact that I almost ran a stop sign again, but enough to make the stuff on the back seat slide forward to the floor. And that’s when I noticed it. The thing I hadn’t noticed at the previous intersection, because that stop sign was already behind me when I looked; all I had seen was the stainless steel back of it.

See, there are some things about driving that become automatic. You don’t think about checking in your mirror and glancing over your shoulder when you change lanes; you just do it. It becomes second nature. And it’s second nature to brake when you see a stop sign. There are three mental triggers to a stop sign. They do that on purpose, I guess, to make sure you don’t miss it. First there’s the shape. Then there’s the word “STOP” itself. Then there’s the color. If any one of them is missing, you might not consciously notice, but you also might not hit your brakes.

“What’s up with that?” I asked Norris, pointing out the sign.

“What’s up with what?” he said, completely oblivious.

I pointed to the stop sign again. “It’s blue.”

Then he looked at me like he was waiting for the punch line of a joke. Finally he said, “Your point?”

So I spelled it out to him, as if to a moron. “I almost didn’t see the stop sign because it’s blue. Who ever heard of a blue stop sign?”

Again, there was that punch line look from him. “What are you talking about?” he said. “Stop signs are always blue.”

The color of a sign is a little thing. Unimportant in the bigger picture. Inconsequential. Like the color of a person’s house. If I were to ask you the color of your next-door neighbor’s house, I’ll bet you wouldn’t even be able to tell me for sure, because it’s not on your radar—and shouldn’t be. You have more important things to think about. The color of stop signs shouldn’t matter.

Except that it does.

My parents had both been at the game, but came straight home after congratulating me on the win. Now Mom was posting embarrassing pictures about it, and Dad was watching his latest binge TV series when I arrived.

“Mom,” I asked, trying to choose my words carefully. “What would you say is the exact color of a stop sign?”

She looked up from her laptop, and, just like Norris, she had that look on her face like it was some sort of trick question.

“Blue,” she said. “Just . . . regular blue.”

“So, no shades of any other color?” I prompted. “Like maybe . . . red?”

She furrowed her eyebrows and took a deep breath, like she sensed the coming of a storm. She closed her computer. “Are you feeling all right, Ash?”

“I’m fine,” I snapped. “I just asked a question. Why do you have to go and think something’s wrong just because I ask a question?”

She kept her cool, even though I hadn’t. “Because it’s a strange question,” she said.

I opened my mouth to argue how unstrange this question was, but realized it was no use. The more I tried to defend it, the stranger it would seem.

“Never mind,” I told her, “it was just a question.” And I went to my room giving her no explanation, because there was no explanation to be had. I kept trying to tell myself how unimportant this was, and how ridiculous I was being, but there was a deeper truth here. Even the tiniest loose thread in the fabric of your world cannot be tolerated. Either everything works, or nothing works.

My odd headache never entirely went away, and now it reached that threshold where I noticed it again. I thought I might take some Advil, but was too focused on this loose thread. I went to my computer and did a search on stop sign images. Needless to say, they were all blue. I shouldn’t have been shocked, but I was. And it wasn’t just signs. Stoplights had three colors. Green, yellow, and blue—which I hadn’t noticed while driving because I must have had all green lights.

And here’s the thing that was strangest of all: the more I looked at it, the more normal it seemed. The more I considered it, the more memories I had that verified what the images were showing me. But right beside those memories were red signs and red lights—and trying to imagine them both at once made my head resonate like it does when someone squeaks a balloon. I gave up and hurled myself on my bed. I was tired, that’s all. Tired and wired from a long day. It would all make sense tomorrow. It would pass. And in the morning, I’d realize that everyone was right. Stop signs had always been blue, and I must have been seriously tweaked to think otherwise.
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Sideways

Red is the color of blood. The color of danger. Which means, if there’s such a thing as intuition, I should have been seeing red everywhere.

I spent my lunch on Monday in the school library, looking up the history of road signs. I was obsessed now. It would have been easy to just let it go, and treat it like “one of those things,” but I’m too much of a pit bull for my own good.

The history of road signs is much more interesting than you might think. Apparently, the color blue was chosen over red for two reasons. First, because of concerns over red-green color blindness. Second, because red invokes anger in mammals. It’s the reason why matadors flash red capes in front of bulls. It doesn’t make them stop; it makes them charge. Red lights and signs, it was reasoned, would make for angry drivers. So, in 1954 the American Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices adopted blue as the universal color of “halt.” The only place I could find stop signs that were actually red was Hawaii—and only on roads that were privately owned—because by Hawaiian law, the official blue signs are allowed only on public roads.

It all seemed to make sense, and had an internal logic. It’s just that its internal logic seemed to exclude me, and the world I thought I knew.

Katie caught me researching during lunch. I told her I was doing a report on road signs.

“Fun,” she said with “meh” kind of sarcasm. “What class?”

I was almost stumped by that, and rather than giving her a dumb I-really-haven’t-thought-this-out look, I said, “Math,” proving that I really hadn’t thought this out.

“Road signs for math?”

“I’m . . . uh . . . crunching traffic accident statistics, and how they relate to signage,” I said. Kudos to me for pulling something coherent out of my ass.

“Sounds more interesting than algebra,” she said.

And suddenly I had an overwhelming urge to confide in her. Maybe that was because she and I already shared a secret, albeit a stupid one.

Long story short, when I was in fifth grade, on the way to school, I ran over a squirrel on my bike. How the hell a squirrel could be slow enough to get caught under a bicycle tire is beyond me, but it did. I skidded to a halt and went back to it, not yet realizing that the roadkill writing was already on the wall. When I picked it up, it was still alive. It opened its mouth and closed it twice, like it was underwater, gasping for air. Then it shivered and died right there in my hands. You might be thinking “Big effing deal, critters die every day.” But when was the last time something died on you? And don’t talk to me about hunting, because that’s different; you know when you go out that it’s your intent to kill. But when something unexpectedly dies in your hands and it’s looking at you with those what-the-fuck-did-I-ever-do-to-you kind of eyes, it hits you in unpredictable ways. I suddenly burst into tears, talking to the thing like it could still hear me. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I whimpered. “I didn’t mean it!” Then I look up, and there’s Katie watching the whole thing.

I thought she’d say something mean, like “What kind of monster kills a squirrel?” Or maybe she’d laugh at me for my very uncool waterworks. But instead she said, “We should bury it.”

Not “you,” but “we.” With one word she turned a sad, solitary accident into a cover-up conspiracy.

We buried the squirrel in an unmarked grave in a nearby yard where we knew the owners didn’t have a dog that might dig it up. Neither of us spoke of it again, but ever since then, I kind of felt an odd connection with her. And all because she caught me crying over a dead rodent, and never told anyone.

So maybe she wouldn’t tell anyone about this, either. And maybe the “I” could become a “we” again, so I wouldn’t feel so entirely alone in this.

I pulled up a slew of blue stop sign images for her. “Funny, but I always thought that stop signs were red,” I said in an offhand kind of way.

She looked at me for a moment—not stumped or confused, but pensive. Then she nudged me aside and got on the computer, doing a search of her own. In a few seconds a picture of a dress popped up.

“A while back there was a big controversy over the colors of this dress. What do they look like to you?”

It was pretty obvious. I wondered if it was some kind of trick.

“It’s white with gold stripes,” I told her. “Duh.”

She shook her head. “That’s not what I see. When I look at that same picture, I see a blue dress with black stripes.”

I looked at it again. “That’s crazy. You’re kidding me, right?”

“Nope. And it’s not just me. Thirty percent of people see the dress like I do, and seventy percent see it the way you do. The point is, different people see the world in different ways . . . so who’s to say if your red is everyone else’s blue?”

It was the most comforting explanation yet. I wanted to thank her for it, but felt it would get awkward really quickly if I expressed the level of emotion I was actually feeling, so I just said, “That makes sense.”

She smiled and left, satisfied to have solved my little dilemma. I watched as she walked away, then looked around to see if anyone else was watching me watch. Then I took a deep breath, let it out, and made the conscious decision to let the whole thing go. I had better things to do than get stuck in a mental riddle that I knew I’d never be able to solve. Katie’s explanation made sense. Or at least sense enough to cling to.

But before I left the library, I stopped a passing student. “Hey,” I said. “What color is your shirt?”

He looked at it. “It’s red.”

Which is exactly how I saw it, too.

Practice that day was hard. It always was—but even as hard as our practices were, games have a certain energy level that practices don’t reach. See, practice is just that. It’s a projection into the future. It’s about being strong enough and skilled enough to compete. But in a game, you’re living in the moment; everything is sharper and every second comes at you harder. In other words, while I might hit hard in practice, the hits on game day have a completely different feel. A world-changing feel.

So on Monday, there was no repeat of that power hit. No ice in my veins, no lost time. It was just a normal exhausting practice. But it cleared my mind for a while, which was a good thing. I didn’t have to worry whether or not I had some weird undiagnosed color blindness, or if I was losing my mind from too much brain-rattling.

Then, when I got home, new drama.

I discovered that my brother, Hunter, had erased my game file for WarMonger 3 to create a new file for himself.

“I didn’t mean to,” he pleaded. “It didn’t tell me it was saving over your file until it was too late.”

This might seem microscopically unimportant in the grand scheme of things, but at the moment, I wasn’t about grand schemes—and in the minor scheme of me, it was a big deal. WarMonger 3, as I’m sure you know, is one of those games you wait years for, and is so complex, you spend maybe six months trying to beat it. I was well into my fifth month.

The game has three “save” slots, two of which were already hogged by other campaigns that Hunter was running. When you try to save over an existing file, the game asks, “Are you sure you want to obliterate this file?” and if you click “Yes,” it flashes a big red stop sign, which I suppose is now blue, and says in all caps, “WARNING! IF YOU ERASE THIS FILE, IT CANNOT BE UNDONE.” So basically only a total idiot could accidentally erase it. And in spite of the fact that I would often call him one, Hunter was not a total idiot. Which meant he might have done this on purpose.

“I always click too fast, without reading,” Hunter blurted. “You always say that.” His face was flushed as he spoke, he kept his distance, and he stayed on the balls of his feet in case I lunged at him, and he had to make a quick escape. I couldn’t tell whether the redness in his face was from him being upset with himself, or if he was trying to make me think he was upset with himself.

My first instinct was to pound him, but I had to restrain myself. Hunter was three years younger than me. Exactly so—we both have the same birthday, which neither of us liked, since neither of us was big on sharing. I had hit my growth spurt, but he hadn’t, and I was so much bigger than him now, hitting him could do some real damage.

My second instinct was to erase all of his files, but then I realized he would have anticipated this, and maybe didn’t care. It was quite possible that he was done with the game, which meant that my retaliation would have no effect at all. He’d win, and would secretly gloat that he had completely duped and manipulated me.

At this point, you may feel I was overthinking this—but if you do, then you’ve never experienced the mind-boggling actions of a passive-aggressive sibling.

Case in point: three months ago.

A bunch of friends and I were going to see the band Konniption in concert. They actually broke up the day after the gig, so it would be the last time anyone would ever see Konniption perform.

And I lost my ticket.

Usually that wouldn’t be a problem. You just print out a new one, right? But one of the band’s eccentricities was that you had to actually go down to the stadium and wait in a physical line, to get physical tickets, as an intentional throwback to the early days of rock and roll. And my ticket had vanished.

“Your room’s such a mess; how can you find anything?” my mother had pointed out. This was true, but if it was a mess before, that was nothing compared to the debris field left behind after I tore through my room like a tornado searching for that stupid piece of paper.

Ticketless, I went with my friends anyway to plead my case at the entrance, but, of course, no one at the gate cared, or even believed me. I ended up spending the whole night sitting in the car, listening to my Konniption playlist, and pretending I was inside hearing them live.

It didn’t occur to me until a week later that maybe I didn’t lose that ticket at all.

One night while Hunter was off at a friend’s house, I did a much less destructive search of his room for my ticket, on a hunch. I found it—it was in his top desk drawer beneath some old homework. He hadn’t even hidden it well.

I was furious, but by the time he got home, my anger had turned to sad bewilderment.

“Why?” I asked him. “Why would you do that?”

At first he claimed he found it after the concert, but even he knew that story had no wings to fly. Finally he got red and teary-eyed and said, “You could have gotten me a ticket, but you didn’t even think to ask me, did you? I would have paid with my own money, too.”

“So you made sure that I couldn’t go out of spite?”

“I was gonna give it back to you,” he insisted. “I just wanted to freak you out for a while.”

“So why didn’t you give it back?”

He looked down. “Remember when I came to talk to you while you were tearing apart your room? ‘Maybe you’re looking in the wrong place,’ I said. And I asked if I could help.”

I did remember that. I was already so worked up that I told him to get the hell away from me. And when he wouldn’t go, I chucked a moldy sandwich at him. So he left.

“I was gonna drop it behind your desk, then pull the desk out, and let you find it,” he told me. “But you didn’t want my help. So you didn’t get it.”

Of course none of that excused what he had done. “I swear, Hunter, sometimes it’s like I don’t even know you,” I told him. His answer to that still makes me shiver.

“You don’t,” he said. “You’ve never even tried.”

I didn’t tell Mom and Dad about the ticket. These kinds of things are between brothers. Instead I installed a better lock on my door—one with a code that no one knew but me. Which made my parents suspicious about what I might be doing in there, but then, if your parents aren’t a little paranoid, you’re not doing your job.

The thing is, no one ever fully trusts their siblings—that’s normal—but you do trust them to have your back when it really counts. Hunter and I didn’t even have that.

So did Hunter erase my WarMonger 3 file on purpose? You tell me.

“You can use one of my files,” he offered, never actually saying the words “I’m sorry” throughout his whole apology. “I wasn’t as far as you on any of them, but it’s better than nothing.”

At the moment I was still reeling from the loss, thinking about all that wasted time that I’d now have to waste all over again. But I thought about Hunter, and the way he was playing me. It was the same way he played checkers when he was little; stealing pieces off the board when I wasn’t looking. The only way to win was to walk away and deny him the victory. So I took a deep breath and swallowed my anger.

“No worries,” I told him. “I didn’t really like that game anyway.”

He was expecting a storm from me; my response threw him off. “But . . . but you said WarMonger 3 was better than the first two combined.”

I shrugged. “Did I? I don’t remember.” Then I left the room and didn’t look back at him, for fear that he might read some true feelings in my face.

How did you get this way, Hunter? I wanted to ask him, but never did. Maybe he got it from Dad, who always seemed to take pleasure in selling people auto parts that they didn’t need, at inflated prices. Or maybe from Mom, and the way she was so thrilled by the Christmas blizzard last year, because it meant that our neighbors’ big expensive Caribbean vacation—the kind that we could never afford—was now a big expensive series of canceled flights.

Not that I’m perfect—I’m sure I have plenty of my parents’ bad traits—but taking pleasure in the misfortune of others is not one of them. Unless you count humiliating an opposing team.

Although losing a virtual game world was unimportant, it still stung. What I needed was something to ground me a little more firmly in my real world. Some comfort food for the soul—and for the stomach, too.

There was a standing rule that any time Leo’s mom made her famous lobster mac and cheese, I was invited. I never felt guilty eating a lot of it, because, according to Mrs. Johnson, it wasn’t as fancy as it sounded. A bag of frozen Costco lobster meat went a long way, so feeding a family of four, plus one hungry freeloader, cost less than fast food.

“Did you know that lobster used to be what poor people ate in the Northeast?” Leo said as we ate. “Then somebody got the bright idea to market it to New York socialites, and suddenly it became rich-people food.”

“It’s all about perception,” his father said. Mr. Johnson was an exec at a marketing company, so he knew what he was talking about. “You could sell bird turd on toast if the right people were seen eating it.”

“Dad,” complained Angela, “you’re not helping our appetites.
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