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			I LOVED TO RUN. I never felt so free as when I was racing the wind with the sun on my face and no particular place to go.

			Running from my ex–best friend because he was dead set on trying to tie my legs into a square knot didn’t fill me with the same exhilaration.

			“You’re roadkill when I catch you, Hector!”

			I thought of at least three devastating comebacks to shout over my shoulder, but I needed to save my breath to stay ahead of Blake Nesbitt. He loved to run too, and for as long as I’d known him, he’d been a little faster than me.

			It had started in the locker room. I’d just finished changing out of my school uniform into my gym clothes when Blake attacked me for no reason. I was so surprised that I stumbled to the side, which was the only reason I managed to avoid his punch. I couldn’t believe that Blake was actually trying to hit me! I’d never seen him hit anyone before. I turned to the other boys for help, but they looked away like they were too scared to get between me and Blake. With no help coming, I made a break for the door.

			The moment I hit open air, I put on a burst of speed and sprinted toward the PE field, looking for somewhere to hide. I couldn’t let Blake catch me or I was a goner for sure. I could run for the bleachers, which wouldn’t offer much protection, or try for the trees at the edge of the field, but if Coach caught me there, Blake would be the least of my problems.

			There was one other place I could hide. Behind the field stood the old clergy house, a two-story building with filthy windows that screamed, I am definitely haunted! It was the last original building from the 1950s, when St. Lawrence’s Catholic School for Boys had been built. There were rumors of a ghost that lurked around the old clergy house, and I was a believer, as were most of the boys at St. Lawrence’s. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have gone within ten yards of that place, but I hoped Blake’s fear of the ghost would keep him from following me. When I reached the building, I skidded to a stop to catch my breath.

			“Hector! Over here!”

			And then I stopped breathing. The hot, humid air grew chilly. The skin on my arms turned to chicken flesh, and the hair on the back of my neck rose. I looked around to make sure it wasn’t another boy playing a prank on me, but I was alone behind the clergy house, as far as I could tell, and I didn’t recognize the voice. It grated across my ears and felt like an itch in my brain.

			“Hurry up, Hector!”

			I was imagining things. That had to be it. Because the alternative was that the ghost at St. Lawrence’s was talking to me and knew my name.

			A shout from the field broke me from my stupor. Blake was getting closer. I didn’t know what to do. Follow a ghost I couldn’t see or take my chances with Blake? I had no idea what the ghost wanted with me, but Blake’s intentions were pretty clear.

			“This way, Hector!”

			I chose the ghost.

			Quickly but quietly, I crept around to the rear of the building, sticking close to the wall. When St. Lawrence’s was founded, the clergy house was where the priests lived. Now the school used it to store desks, textbooks, sports equipment, and whatever junk they didn’t need at the main building. Not that I’d ever been inside. It was strictly off-limits to students. Derrick Boyd swore he’d snuck in once and that he’d seen spiders as big as footballs scurrying around and slimy black mold growing on the walls. Derrick also claimed his sister was an android, his parents were international art thieves, and that he’d caught a great white shark while fishing at the beach, so I doubted he’d ever actually been in the clergy house.

			It didn’t look like I was getting in either. Both the knob and the dead bolt above it were locked, and no matter how hard I shook the door, it didn’t budge. “If someone’s there, please let me in!” Shutters covered the first-floor windows, probably to keep out kids like me.

			I was toast. The kind that’s so burnt you can’t save it no matter how much peanut butter you cover it with. A wave of hopelessness washed over me. It was like someone had scooped out the happiness inside me and left me empty. I wanted to quit. Blake was going to win anyway. In fifth grade, I’d been taller than Blake, but he’d sprouted a few inches over the summer, leaving me the runt of the sixth-grade litter. He was bigger and stronger and faster than me. I should give up now.

			There was a click, and when I looked, the dead bolt was unlocked.

			“What the…” I reached for the knob again.

			“You’re dead, Hector!” Blake Nesbitt burst into view around the corner. I didn’t think; I just ran. But this time I wasn’t fast enough. I made it as far as the field before Blake caught up to me. He tackled me from behind. We hit the grass, and I barely had time to flip onto my back before he was straddling me, pummeling my stomach and ribs. I was so shocked that he was actually hitting me that it took me a second before I remembered to defend myself.

			“I know it was you, Hector!” Blake spit the words, his rage accelerating them to the speed of bullets.

			I struggled to get free, but I was better at running than fighting, and look how well that had gone. “I didn’t do anything!” There was no way I could escape, so I did my best to protect my face.

			“You burned my science project!” Blake shouted. “Musser gave me a zero ’cause I had nothing to turn in!”

			The boys from the east and west sixth-grade classes gathered around to watch Blake clobber me. A few even cheered him on. I kept hoping Alex or Gordi or Evan would break up the fight, but they never came.

			Blake dug his knee into my thigh. “Admit it! Admit you set my science project on fire!”

			Blake Nesbitt only lived a few blocks from me, so it had been easy to bike to his house, hop the fence into his backyard, where he’d spray-painted his project and left it to dry, and light the diorama on fire. I’d felt a sense of justice watching the dinosaurs melt into puddles of plastic at the base of Blake’s papier-mâché volcano. And even though I’d had a good reason for destroying Blake’s project, a teeny-tiny part of me felt guilty Colonel Musser had flunked him.

			“Your project was probably so bad that it lit itself on fire!” Okay, not that guilty.

			As Blake pulled back to take another swing, a meaty hand grabbed his wrist and lifted him off me. I scurried backward, sore but unbroken.

			Coach Barbary loomed over me and Blake, looking down on us like Zeus from Olympus, prepared to smite us with a bolt of lightning. “You boys have exactly three seconds to explain what’s going on, or you’ll wish you’d never been born.”

			Yeah, it was way too late for that.
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			COACH ULYSSES EUGENE BARBARY had probably started shaving in the first grade. Every day, he wore a polyester polo shirt tucked into polyester shorts at least one size too small, knee-high white socks and sneakers, and a whistle on a cord around his neck. A bristly jungle of fur spilled from the V of his shirt and crawled up his neck, where it mingled with his bushy beard, and his muscled arms were thicker than my chest. I suspected there was a bear hiding in the branches of Coach Barbary’s family tree.

			“I asked you boys a question, and I expect an answer. Promptly.” Coach Barbary’s voice was a raspy low growl.

			I stole a glance at Blake. He had his eyes aimed at the ground and his lips pressed tightly together. Even though Blake had started the fight, I didn’t think it was a good idea to tell Coach. This was between me and Blake, and I still hoped I could get through to him.

			Coach Barbary shifted the full power of his glare to me. “On your feet, Griggs.”

			Breathing hurt, and I winced as I stood.

			“Suck it up,” Coach Barbary said. “I’ve got a two-year-old nephew who can throw a harder punch than Nesbitt.”

			The other boys snickered.

			Coach Barbary towered over me and Blake, giving off angry-dad-on-a-road-trip vibes. “Fine. If you boys won’t talk, then you can run—”

			Blake finally broke his silence. “That’s not fair!”

			“And if neither of you tells me who started this fight, then you can keep running every day until one of you talks.” Coach crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on. Get moving.”

			Despite the pain, I took off after Blake, jogging laps around the PE field, broiling under the scorching Florida sun. Every agonizing step was a reminder that Coach was essentially punishing me for being used as a punching bag. But there was no arguing with him. If Coach Barbary had any humanity, he kept it deep down in his fungus-infected little piggies.

			Blake’s longer legs gave him a slight advantage, and I expected him to leave me behind. Instead he fell in beside me. He was radiating hatred, broadcasting it like a radio tower, and I had no way to tune it out.

			Like I said, Blake used to be my best friend.

			I was in the middle of fourth grade when my mom got remarried. My stepdad had two sons—two and three years older than me—who went to St. Lawrence’s, and my mom decided that even though I wasn’t Catholic, it would be convenient if we attended the same school. So she pulled me away from my familiar world and dropped me onto this alien planet with no girls where I was expected to attend mass and wear an ugly uniform. Being the new kid was bad enough, but most of the boys at St. Lawrence’s already knew each other and weren’t interested in getting to know me.

			Blake was the exception. We both liked comic books, and we were obsessed with JRPGs like Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy. He introduced me to some of his friends and offered to show me the ropes and keep me out of trouble. It turned out he was usually the one who got us into trouble, but I didn’t mind. We spent the rest of the school year and all summer together. Blake was my first real best friend. I’d never met anyone I felt I could talk to about anything, even embarrassing stuff. But Blake always listened, and he never laughed. We became inseparable. I thought we were going to be friends forever.

			Until two weeks ago.

			“You started this,” I said.

			Blake snorted.

			“If you leave me alone, I’ll leave you alone. Okay?”

			Blake’s sneer was venomous. He acted and sounded nothing like my best friend. “No deal. By the time I’m through with you, Hector, you’re gonna regret ever lighting that match.” He shot forward, lengthening the distance between us.

			“I used a lighter,” I said, but Blake was already too far gone.
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			I SAT IN the back of my stepdad’s cop car thinking about how everything had gone so wrong. My stepbrother Jason was beside me, telling a story that involved pizza sauce shooting out of someone’s nose, and he was laughing so hard he was snorting. Jason was in eighth grade, and he looked like his dad—round-cheeked and freckled—though he still had all of his hair. The sound of his voice made me wish I didn’t have ears. But I tried to ignore him so I could think about what had happened at the clergy house. The dead bolt had been locked, and then it wasn’t. The ghost had to have unlocked it, but I couldn’t come up with a good reason why it had tried to help me.

			“Hector got into a fight during PE.”

			Hearing my name dragged me from my thoughts. I rounded on Jason, anger flaring. “Shut up!”

			Pop looked at me in the rearview mirror as he drove. Only half his attention was on the road, and he was constantly drifting into other lanes. “Did you win?”

			It had felt weird calling my stepdad by his name, but I hadn’t been comfortable calling him Dad, either. My dad lived in Texas. I only got to stay with him for part of the summer and some holidays, but I didn’t want him to think I was replacing him, so I’d settled on calling my stepdad Pop.

			Before I could answer Pop’s question, Jason said, “Heard he cried to Coach Barbary.” He rubbed his eyes and fake sobbed.

			“Is that true?” Pop asked.

			“No,” I said.

			Pop glanced back at me again. “No, you weren’t in a fight, or no, you didn’t cry to your coach?”

			“It wasn’t a fight,” I said. “Blake and I just had an argument.”

			Jason punched me in the arm. He and Pop called it “playing,” but playing with my other friends rarely left me with so many bruises. “Heard Coach made them run laps.”

			One of the disadvantages of attending a small school with my stepbrother was that it was impossible to keep secrets. If there were advantages, I hadn’t discovered them.

			“I thought you and Blake were friends,” Pop said.

			I hung my head and mumbled, “Not anymore.”

			“You’ve got to learn to stand up for yourself, Hector,” Pop said.

			Jason snickered. “He’d be better off learning to run faster.”

			I hugged my backpack to my chest and didn’t speak again until Pop missed the turn to my piano teacher’s house. “Where are you going? I’ve got a lesson today, remember?”

			“We need to pick up new cleats for Jason before baseball practice.”

			It felt like the air in the car had gotten thinner. “I can’t miss my lesson.”

			“Don’t get worked up about it. Your mom will call your teacher to explain.”

			Jason elbowed me in the side. “You’re such a pianist.” He left the T mostly silent and laughed.

			“But—”

			“It’s done. Enough whining about it.” Pop had made up his mind that Jason’s baseball practice was more important than my piano lesson, and I couldn’t change it.

			“Whatever,” I mumbled barely loud enough for Jason to hear. “At least I get to play at my practices.”

			Jason waited until Pop was distracted to hit me as hard as he could in the thigh. I bit my lip and blinked back tears. “Dead leg,” he whispered. Louder, he added, “Geez, Dad, maybe we should take Hector to his stupid lesson. He’s so upset about it that he’s crying.”

			Pop shook his head. “Suck it up, Hector. Boys in this family don’t cry.”

			But I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream at them to listen to me. To leave me alone. To stop treating me like I was the problem. I didn’t, though, because that would have only made it worse. Instead I wiped my tears, kept my eyes forward so I could ignore Jason gloating, and said, “Yes, sir.”
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			ALL I DID was ask Blake if he wanted to be my boyfriend.

			We were walking across the parking lot from the cafeteria to the main building after lunch. Me, Blake, and the rest of the guys we hung out with. Alex Lee was trying to organize a sleepover for his birthday, even though it was still months away, and Greg McAllister was telling a story no one was listening to. I hung back with Blake until I was sure none of the other boys were listening, and asked.

			I’d been thinking about it for a while. It made sense. We were already best friends. Of all the people I knew, Blake was the one I wanted to hang out with most. Being boyfriends just felt right to me. I knew most boys wanted girlfriends, but I never had, and I didn’t see why it should be a big deal. Besides, Blake had two moms, so I didn’t figure he’d think it was weird either. I assumed the worst thing that would happen was that he’d say no.

			Blake stopped walking and stared at me. His lip curled and his eyebrows knitted together. He was looking at me like I was a monster. Blake had never looked at me like that before, and it felt worse than the time I’d eaten bad shrimp and spent two days puking.

			Then he called me a freak, except freak wasn’t the word he used. Even my stepbrothers didn’t use the word Blake called me. He said it a second time and told me to stay away from him. That we weren’t friends anymore.

			The next day, Blake still refused to talk to me, and my other friends were ignoring me too. I begged Blake to tell me why he was so mad, but he kept calling me that name and refused to answer my questions.

			At first I was just lonely, but then I got angry. I hadn’t done anything wrong, and Blake had turned on me, said awful things, and convinced our friends to act like I didn’t exist. That was when I decided to set his science project on fire.

			I knew it was wrong, but the whole time I was watching it burn, I kept thinking that if Blake didn’t want to be my boyfriend, all he’d had to say was “No thank you.”

			Of course, instead of making me feel better, destroying Blake’s project had made everything so much worse.

			

			- - - - - -

			Mom’s singing drifted into the dining room where I was finishing my homework. Pop was with Jason at baseball practice, and Lee was locked in his room, so it was quiet for once. I had so much on my mind that I could barely concentrate on my worksheet. All I could think about was Blake and the ghost and that the ghost knew my name!

			Lots of kids at school had a story about the ghost—objects disappearing, feeling like someone was watching them when they were alone, doors slamming shut—but as far as I knew, the ghost hadn’t spoken to anyone else. The first time I’d heard about the ghost, I was in the room I shared with Jason, playing Mario Kart with Blake back when we were still friends. His moms had let him spend the night, and it was late.

			“You’ll never catch me now!” Blake sped away as Princess Peach tossed a bomb that sent my car spinning.

			Lee barged into the room without knocking. “What’re you doing screaming like a couple of girls?”

			“You know who else screams like a girl?” Blake said without looking away from the game. “Valkyries, right before they kick your butt.”

			Lee muttered something under his breath that I was glad I couldn’t hear. I hoped he’d leave. Instead he came all the way in and sat on the edge of my bed. “You hear about the ghost at school yet?”

			I was already so far behind in the game that I didn’t stand a chance of winning, so I looked over my shoulder and said, “What ghost?”

			“You haven’t told him?” Lee asked Blake.

			Blake crossed the finish line and dropped his controller. “There’s a ghost at school.” He looked at me, then Lee, before rolling his eyes.

			“You better be careful,” Lee said.

			“Why?”

			Lee looked around like he was telling us a secret. “You know that eighth grader with the patch of white hair?”

			I nodded. I didn’t know his name, but I’d heard people call him a skunk. I thought the white streak in his hair looked cool.

			“He didn’t have that white hair until he saw the ghost while he was using the toilet.”

			“That’s not true!” Blake said. “You’re lying.”

			Lee held up his hands and stood. “Whatever. I just wouldn’t use the bathroom alone if I were you.” He left the room, shutting the door behind him.

			I didn’t like the idea of going to a haunted school. “Is it true? Is there really a ghost at St. Lawrence’s?”

			Blake rested his hand on my shoulder. “Even if there is, you don’t have to worry. I’ve got your back.” Then he smiled, and I believed him.

			But now the ghost knew my name, and Blake was trying to punch me instead of protect me. Everything was so messed up, and I didn’t know how to fix it.

			“Want to lick the spoon?” Mom stood at the table holding a wooden spoon coated with creamy chocolate. “I’m making chocolate pudding pie.” Under normal circumstances, I would’ve grabbed the spoon before Lee appeared and stole it—he had a better sense of smell than a bloodhound—but I wasn’t in the mood.

			“No thank you.”

			Mom pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. “I know you’re upset about missing your lesson, but Jason needed new cleats, and I couldn’t get away from work or I would have taken you myself.”

			“Sure,” I said. “Whatever.”

			Mom frowned. “Being part of a family means sometimes making sacrifices for each other.”

			“But why is it always me who has to make the sacrifices? We can’t have a dog because Lee’s allergic, I can’t have a lemon meringue pie on my birthday because Jason hates lemons, and instead of going to the library or museums, we have to go to football games or on fishing trips because those are the things Pop and the boys like to do. They even get their favorite toppings when we order pizza. Why can’t we just have mushrooms and black olives for once like I want?”

			I spit the whole thing out without barely taking a breath. When I finished, my mom said, “Feel better?”

			“No.”

			Mom stuck the spoon in my hand and waited for me to take a grudging lick before she spoke again. “I understand this is tough for you, Hector, but I need you to cut them a little slack.”

			“Why do you always take their side?”

			“There are no sides in a family,” Mom said. “Your pop is a good man. I know he doesn’t always get you, but he tries.”

			I spluttered, nearly choking on chocolate.

			“He does,” Mom said. “In his way. And the boys are…” She paused. “Well, they’re boys.”

			“So am I,” I mumbled.

			“But you see the world differently than they do. They’re a little rougher around the edges. I only ask more of you because I know you’re capable of it.”

			I didn’t know what to say, so I licked the spoon in silence. I liked being part of the family, most of the time, but I wished Pop and the boys could try to see me for who I was. Sometimes I felt like they didn’t see me at all.

			“Is there something else going on?” Mom asked. “Roy mentioned you were fighting with Blake?”

			I stuck the whole spoon in my mouth and hung my head.

			“Is it serious? Should I call Melanie?”

			Melanie was Mrs. Nesbitt, one of Blake’s moms. I thought about telling my mom the truth, but if I told her what Blake had said and how he’d started the fight, I’d also have to admit I’d set Blake’s project on fire. My mom would definitely call Blake’s moms then—probably Colonel Musser, too—and we’d both wind up in big trouble. I still hoped I could fix my friendship with Blake, but I’d ruin any chance of that if I got our parents involved.

			“Whatever it is, you can tell me,” Mom said. “You know I’ll love you no matter what.”

			“I know.” The chocolate tasted like sludge, but licking the spoon gave me something to do instead of spilling my guts about my problems.

			Mom sighed and stood. “Well, I’m sure whatever is going on between you boys will work itself out.”

			“What if it doesn’t?” I asked. “What do I do then?”

			Mom tousled my hair and took the mostly clean spoon back from me. “It never hurts to say you’re sorry. Why don’t you start there?”

			Maybe Mom was onto something. Maybe if I apologized for asking Blake to be my boyfriend and setting fire to his project, we could go back to the way things were before. I just hoped she was right about it not hurting. I didn’t think I could handle any more bruises.
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			POP USUALLY DROPPED me and Jason off at school early on his way to work. As soon as we got there, Jason ran off to join his friends playing basketball, and I made my way to the library. It seemed so small, neglected and sandwiched as it was between the school’s main building and the massive church, but it was my favorite place at St. Lawrence’s Catholic School for Boys.

			“Hector Griggs.”

			I dropped my backpack off on the nearest table. “Hey, Mr. Morhill.”

			Mr. Morhill looked like a scarecrow in a fancy plaid suit and round wire glasses, but his head wasn’t full of straw. He was one of the smartest people I’d ever met. He’d shown up last year to replace Miss Calloway, who’d won the lottery and immediately retired to travel the world. Unlike Miss Calloway, Mr. Morhill allowed students into the library before school. When I didn’t have any homework to finish, Mr. Morhill let me practice piano in the music room at the back of the library.

			But that morning I wanted—no, I needed—to talk about the haunted clergy house and the ghost. The other teachers and priests at St. Lawrence’s thought it was nonsense, but Mr. Morhill was different. He was always asking us boys for stories about the ghost, and he talked about how the world was filled with weird and wonderful things that defied explanation. Mr. Morhill was definitely the strangest librarian I’d ever met, which was one of the reasons I liked him.

			As I pulled out a chair to sit, I casually said, “I heard the ghost yesterday.”

			Mr. Morhill was standing behind the checkout desk, scanning a stack of books into the computer, but as soon as I spoke, he looked at me over the rims of his glasses. “Was that before or after your scuffle with Mr. Nesbitt?”

			My cheeks burned. Mr. Morhill had an uncanny knowledge of what was going on around St. Lawrence’s. None of the other teachers seemed to care, but Mr. Morhill knew which students were fighting, who was being bullied, who was having trouble at home. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve sworn he could read our minds. “It was nothing,” I mumbled.

			“Was that why Gene ordered you to run laps?” Mr. Morhill said. Gene was Coach Barbary. It sounded odd when teachers called each other by their first names.

			I’d already decided to take my mom’s advice and apologize to Blake, so I wasn’t in the mood to discuss it with Mr. Morhill. “Didn’t you hear me? The ghost talked to me. It knew my name!”

			Mr. Morhill wandered out from behind the desk and sat across from me, folding his hands on the table and giving me his full attention. “I’m listening. Start from the beginning.”

			“Okay, so I was running—”

			“From Mr. Nesbitt?”

			I lowered my eyes. “Yeah. Anyway, I didn’t know where to go, and this voice called my name. It didn’t sound like a student. It was kind of raspy and thin, like Mrs. Ford the time she got bronchitis.” I told Mr. Morhill everything. About running toward the old clergy house, about the dead bolt. He listened without interrupting until I was done.

			“You didn’t go into the clergy house, did you?”

			I shook my head.

			“Is there anything else you remember?” Mr. Morhill asked. “Was it chilly, did you feel the moment of your imminent demise, did you smell anything like sulfur or potato salad that’s turned?”

			“I didn’t smell anything weird. But there was this feeling.”

			“Yes?” Mr. Morhill said.

			“I swear it was coming from the clergy house. It was like someone stole the sun and took all the warmth with it.”

			Mr. Morhill leaned forward on his elbows. “It was cold, then?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “But the cold was inside me. I don’t know how to explain it.”

			“I think you’ve done an admirable job.” Mr. Morhill bridged his hands and held them to his chin, his eyes distant. “Promise me you won’t go near the clergy house again, Hector.”

			Returning had been the last thing on my mind until Mr. Morhill mentioned it. But now I was curious. “Why? I think the ghost was trying to help me.”

			“Have you heard of the yellow pitcher plant?”

			My mom had a pretty big garden in the backyard at home, but I’d never heard her mention a pitcher plant.

			“Found in the south, the Sarracenia flava uses its vibrant color and sweet nectar to lure insects into a hollow pitcher, where it traps them and slowly dissolves them in its digestive juices.”

			“Cool!” Nature was gross, but also awesome.

			Mr. Morhill shook his head slowly. “Yes. However, my point is that occasionally, things that appear helpful are, in reality, trying to eat you.”

			Before I could respond, the library door swung open and Gordi Standish stuck his red head in.

			Mr. Morhill looked over his shoulder. “The air-conditioning in this building barely functions as it is, without you letting what little cold air it produces escape, Mr. Standish.”

			Gordi zeroed in on me. “I was looking for Hector.”

			“Congratulations,” he said. “You’ve found him.”

			“Blake asked me to tell you to come outside,” Gordi said to me, ignoring Mr. Morhill.

			Gordi was one of the guys I used to sit with at lunch. He didn’t talk much, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he was shy or because he didn’t have anything to say. I was surprised Blake had sent Gordi instead of Luke or Arjun. I’d always gotten along with Arjun because he wasn’t Catholic either. He was only at St. Lawrence’s because his mom taught first grade here. When the other students went for confession, Arjun and I sat in the back pews, each trying to make the other laugh first. Sending Gordi was a strange choice, and it made me wary.

			“What for?” I asked.

			Gordi shrugged. “He wants to apologize or something.”

			If there was even a small chance I could patch up my friendship with Blake, I had to take it.

			“We’ll finish our chat later, Mr. Griggs.” Mr. Morhill glanced again at Gordi. “Remember what I said about the pitcher plant.”

			I followed Gordi out of the library and around the back of the church to a small garden that was off-limits to students. Blake stood under the shade of a gumbo-limbo tree, his lips pinched and his arms crossed over his chest. He was flanked by Evan Christopher and Conrad Eldridge. Evan was the kind of boy who agreed with whoever spoke the loudest, and he was up for anything as long as everyone else was doing it. We’d usually gotten along, but that was before Blake had decided I was the enemy.

			Conrad Eldridge was an eighth-grade boy who had a reputation for being a teacher’s pet. They loved him because he got straight As and did his homework and always knew the answers to questions when they called on him. He had buzzed brown hair and thick eyebrows. He was also the tallest boy in our school, and his voice was deeper than even Coach Barbary’s. I was surprised to find him with Blake.

			I stood with my hands in my pockets and my eyes on the ground. With Gordi, Evan, and Conrad attending him, I doubted Blake actually intended to apologize, but I held tightly to hope, refusing to let go. “I’m here.”

			Conrad whispered into Blake’s ear. Blake snickered. “Yeah, I didn’t think he’d be stupid enough to come either.”

			I flinched. Blake was using a lot of words I’d never heard him say before. It might have been pointless, but I decided to carry on with my plan, since I might not get another chance. “I’m sorry, Blake.”

			Blake had rarely worn anything but a cheerful smile. Even when his moms punished him, he accepted it without complaint. But as he stood under the gumbo-limbo tree, his lips were twisted into a vicious sneer. “Shut up.”

			“I’m sorry I set your science project on fire.”

			“Shut up, Hector!”

			“And I’m sorry I asked you to be my boyfriend.”

			Blake lunged forward and shoved me into Gordi. “I told you to shut up!”

			The attack caught me off guard. “Stop! This isn’t you, Blake!” Tears welled in my eyes.

			Conrad whispered to Blake again, and both boys laughed.

			“I told you guys he was a freak,” Blake said, but freak wasn’t the name he called me. “Hold him.”

			Gordi pulled my arms behind my back, but he wasn’t holding them tightly. “I don’t think this is okay.”

			“Did he really want to be your boyfriend?” Evan Christopher said like it was the funniest joke he’d ever heard. I definitely wasn’t laughing.

			“What’s wrong with you, Blake?” I said. “Why are you doing this?”

			“Because you’re a freak,” he said. “And this is what happens to freaks at this school.”

			My mom had been wrong. Sorry wasn’t going to fix our friendship this time. The Blake calling me names wasn’t the best friend I’d spent the summer with, biking around town and eating candy until I was sick. I didn’t know the Blake standing in front of me, and I didn’t want to.

			“You’re going to regret we ever met,” Blake promised.

			I couldn’t reason with Blake, and I’d proven the day before that I couldn’t fight him.
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