a novel by
Janet Gingold
Superfoot
a novel by Janet Gingold
Published by Janet Gingold Books
Smashwords Edition
Copyright Janet Gingold 2010
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
For most people, seventh grade sucks. That spring fell on me like a huge mud slide. Once I managed to dig my way out, I tried to leave the memories buried. For years, I pretended that none of it happened. Then, last week, just after Grandpop’s funeral, Mom sent me a box of old notebooks, medical records, and other junk from ten years ago. As I paged through the dusty stuff, I sneezed. Clear, crisp memories rushed into my head. I grabbed a fresh notebook to write them down before they rushed back out and disappeared forever.
“Adam Clarke is a 13-year-old white male admitted to the surgical unit because of tonsillar hypertrophy and sleep apnea. He is scheduled for a tonsillectomy and adenoidectomy at 2 PM.
“He was referred by his primary care physician because of snoring, mouth-breathing, excessive sleepiness, inadequate growth and poor school performance over the last six months. His past medical history is remarkable for recurrent otitis media during his first three years and multiple inhalant allergies. At age11 he suffered a comminuted fracture of the right distal tibia requiring open reduction and internal fixation, which was complicated by post-operative infection and subsequent rotational deformity and leg length discrepancy. His parents and four siblings are all healthy. Physical exam reveals an alternately lethargic and fidgety boy, appearing younger than his stated age. His gait is uneven. His left leg is two centimeters shorter than his right leg. He has allergic shiners, Denny’s lines, halitosis, and occasional drooling. His sclerae are injected, his palpebral conjunctiva are cobblestoned, his nasal turbinates are bluish and edematous. His tonsils have deep crypts full of yellow debris. They meet in the midline. His breath sounds are obscured by upper airway noise...”
I sat up with a snort. A circle of geeks in white coats with ink-stained pockets peered down at me. I blinked twice and took a big breath in and out through my mouth. Awareness burned through the cloud of sleep. That droning medical talk did not come from one of Dad’s continuing education tapes, but from a live, rumpled, stubble-faced guy standing by my bed. His name tag was on crooked and the smiley-face sticker on his stethoscope was cracked. This was no dream. This was no Saturday afternoon horror movie. This was real. That was my life story he was reading from the clipboard. Next to him, a round guy with wispy grey hair around a freckled pink bald spot bared his teeth. His gnarled hands reached toward my neck.
“Ah hah! There’s our little fellow.” I winced as the heavy hands thumped my shoulders. “Ready for your procedure, are you? In no time at all you’ll be…”
Alarm bells rang in my head. I’d heard him say those exact same words just before he put me to sleep when I had my leg fixed.
Gripping my bag of clothes under the sheet, I grimaced and nodded. Then, in one movement, I was out of the bed, out of the room, and pounding down the hallway, past patients and nurses staring at me open-mouthed. The yellow hospital slippers on my feet slipped on the waxed floor, but I spread my toes and got a grip. An empty elevator yawned just before the stairway. I pounced into it and punched Door Close. I pulled my sweats on over my hospital gown and jammed my feet, slippers and all, into my sneakers. I had just stuffed the tail of the gown into my pants when the door opened on the first floor. Nobody looked at me twice as I slipped through the lobby and out the front door.
As I put the bag in the trash can, I scanned the sidewalk and the parking lot. A bus pulled away from the stop at the corner. I had no money, anyway. It was only a couple of miles. I could walk.
The sun warmed my head and shoulders. I put my hands in my pockets and forced my breathing to slow down. Trees had new buds, greener than yesterday, and birds chased each other through the branches arching over the sidewalk. On the soccer field new green grass filled in the muddy patches, and sharp white lines marked the sides. All in all, the world looked a few shades brighter.
I replayed the memory of the first goal I scored on that field--the press of the ball against the side of my foot, the neon colors in the goalie’s shirt as he leaned to the left, that heavenly sound as the ball hit the net in the right lower corner. As I walked along the side of the field, I let my mind run back and forth through Adam Clarke’s Greatest Soccer Moments, the early years, when I was a star and the world of greatness stretched out before me, just waiting. The memories enkindled a warm light inside me.
Suddenly, a dark green minivan approaching on the far side of the street screeched to a halt, honked, and accelerated toward me in a mad swerving lurch. I closed my eyes and accepted my fate. No more soccer. Noxious fumes enveloped me, excluding all oxygen, extinguishing my flame. Time stopped. Hope went out like the last glow of a dying ember.
Squeal. Screech. Slam.
“What do you think you are doing? You have the hospital in an uproar. The police are out looking for you. They’re searching the hospital floor by floor.”
“Hi, Mom.”
“Where do you think you are going?”
“Home.”
“Oh. Well. Get in then. Careful of the traffic. Here, this side.”
With a shrug, I climbed in, slumped into the passenger seat and clicked on my seat belt. Mom flipped open her cell phone. Staring out the window, I counted the beeps until she connected with Dad.
“Call off the search. I have him… Walking home… No, I think we should all go home and discuss it… Let the police know.”
I leaned my head against the cold hard window and closed my eyes. My eyelids blocked the light, but didn’t shut out Mom’s irritation.
“So embarrassing,” she hissed.
She snapped the phone shut and slid it into the tote bag wedged between our seats. Her deep sighs and her ring tap-tap-tapping against the steering wheel crowded in on me, as the motor noise rose and fell with jerking starts and stops.
With one more hard left, the car angled up the driveway, and settled back into a full stop. Mom clunked the gear shift into park, crammed down the pedal of the parking brake and switched off the ignition.
“Adam.”
“Huhn.”
“Go directly to your room. We’ll talk later.”
In slow motion, I climbed out of the car and picked my way around a bike, over a skateboard, between two trashcans, along a bench holding six pairs of muddy boots and three pairs of soccer cleats. I sucked in a deep breath as I opened the door. Under half-closed lids, I scanned the kitchen and counted heads. All present.
“Where were you?”
“Why aren’t you at the hospital?”
“Are you in trouble?”
Ignoring them all, I walked slowly through the kitchen, past oatmeal-coated Sammy in his high chair, over three back packs, down the hall, and up the steps. I flopped on my bed and listened.
“So, he’s alive. Can I go now?”
“I need lunch money.”
“Who’s picking me up from soccer?”
“Mom, you didn’t sign my permission slip.”
“Stop!”
Silence.
In my mind’s eye, I saw them all, arms crossed over their middles staring at the floor, breathing hard.
“Everybody, just wait.”
“There goes my bus.”
I heard the water run in the sink, and then Sammy started yelping as he always did when he got the food wiped off his face, out of his eyebrows, out from between his pudgy little fingers. More running water. More baby fussing. Dishes rattling in the sink.
“Mom,” said Kate, “I could drive.”
“Absolutely not. Don’t anybody move until I can think.”
“Aw, there goes my bus, too. Jeez.”
“Kristi, get me three pieces of paper and a pen. Davie, bring your permission slip over here. Kate, get Sammy some socks and shoes.”
I pictured the late excuses Mom would write in her perfect loopy script.
Please excuse the tardiness of (Kathryn/ Kristin/David) Clarke. His/her brother the loser created yet another family crisis blah blah.
I covered my face with my arm and waited.
“Adam! In the car! Now!”
Groaning out loud, I headed back down the stairs through the kitchen, and out to the van.
“He’s in slow motion. Can’t we just leave him home?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Jeez, Adam. Hurry up. You’re making me late for my math test.”
Sammy let out his usual protest as Kate buckled him into his car seat. I climbed over Davey and slumped into the back seat, leaning against the window.
“Mom, he made a footprint on my clean pants.”
“Davey, please close the door.”
“But he was the last one in.”
“Just do it.”
Davey hefted his foot up to the handle on the sliding door and shoved it shut with a bang. Kate turned on the radio. Mom turned it off. Kristi tap-tap-tapped her fake nails on the armrest. Davey jiggled his leg. Resentment and loathing jostled each other in my head. Brick by solid brick, I built a mental wall between me and them. Far off, I still could hear Mom promise a ride home from soccer. Kate and Kristi climbed out at the high school with a “Bye, Mom” and a slam. Davey yammered on about his field trip until Mom pulled in to the elementary school parking lot.
“Don’t forget to give Mrs. Norris your note.”
“Bye, Mom.”
No slam.
“Adam. Please close the door.”
“But—"
“Just do it.”
I undid my seat belt and slid over to Davey’s seat. I reached forward with my foot and pushed. The door slid halfway closed and stopped. I got up with a grunt and slammed the door hard enough to make Mom cringe. Sammy blew a raspberry.
As Dad burst through the door, Mom wiped her hands on a dishcloth and sat across the table from me.
“Christ, Adam,” said Dad, pacing. “I just went to the cafeteria for a cup of coffee. If you had a problem, couldn’t you wait until I got back?”
“It was the same guy.”
“What guy?”
“The creepy one with the freckles on his head.”
“What are you talking about?”
“He was the same one who put me to sleep for my leg and he said the same creepy stuff.”
Mom and Dad looked at each other, and then at the floor. Sammy pulled up to stand by the couch and banged on the cushion.
“I’m not doing that again.”
“Well, of course not. That was complex trauma surgery, and you got an infection. That’s nothing like having your tonsils out. With tonsils you should be in and out in just one day.”
“So they say. So the creepy guy said last time, too.”
“We went through all this. The doctor explained how taking your tonsils out will help you breathe better and sleep better, and you’ll be able to eat and grow better. We agreed that this was the best thing to do.”
“Nobody asked me. I’m not doing it. I’d rather snore and stay shrimpy for the rest of my life than go back in that hospital.”
Before Dad could get out another word, the Princeton Fight Song blared out of his cell phone. He flicked it open and frowned at the caller ID.
“Dad, we’re busy--”
He quit pacing. He froze, listening, eyes on the lilacs outside the window over the sink. Hands smacking the linoleum, Sammy crawled to Dad’s shoe, and then grabbed his knee and pulled up to stand. Mom got up and swooped Sammy up onto her hip.
“I’ll be right there,” Dad said into the phone. He met Mom’s searching gaze.
“What is it, honey?”
“A fire. Mom and Dad are okay, but their kitchen went up in smoke. I’ll go see what’s what.”
“Should I come, too?” asked Mom.
Dad scanned the kitchen. His eyes rested lightly on Sammy, then skidded over me, and landed back on Mom.
“I’ll call you and let you know.”
He pecked her cheek, ruffled Sammy’s hair, and hurried out the door, apparently clueless about the drool on his shoe.
Mom put Sammy down and sat at the table across from me. As her eyes flitted around the room, I could just about hear her brain making a list of things to do before Dad called. I waited for her to notice my existence, in case she wanted me to do anything. She rubbed her forehead, raked her hair off her face with her fingers and went back to clearing away breakfast stuff. My feet were complaining about those hospital slippers inside my sneakers, so I headed upstairs to find real socks.
The dresser greeted me with open sock drawer. Davey must have taken the last matching pair. Like I cared if they matched. I closed my eyes and picked two. My lucky day—neither one had a hole in the heel.
“Scat, cat!”
Friskers blinked at me from her favorite spot where the sunshine hits my bed.
“Okay, then, don’t scat.”
I shoveled yesterday’s clothes onto the floor and sat next to her. As I bent over to rearrange my footwear, I felt something digging into my neck--that most-elegant hospital gown. Knot? No problem. I yanked that thing off, balled it up and chucked it toward the hamper on the far side of the room.
Score! Adam Clarke, single-handed, squashes Dorset Community Hospital!
My victory dance shriveled and died when I caught a glimpse of my scrawny torso in the mirror. Not exactly pro sports material. I crawled into yesterday’s t-shirt and curled up around Friskers. She purred in the warmth. At least somebody was content.
“Adam!”
My brain woke up, but my eyes stayed glued shut.
“Come on. Wake up. I need to talk to you.”
I sat up, rubbing my eyes.
“Don’t do that.”
Right. If it’s bad for me, then why does it feel good? And how am I going to get them open, anyway?
I rubbed my nose instead.
“Here.”
She handed me a tissue. I blew. Nothing.
“Listen. Grandpop and Grandma are coming. I’m going for groceries. Sammy’s sleeping. I need you to help straighten up the downstairs. Pick up anything that belongs to you or Davey and put it in your room. I’ll be back in an hour.”
She disappeared before I could say, “Huh, what?” I heard what she said, but I couldn’t quite make sense of it until I thought about what happened before I fell asleep. Gradually, the nap-fog lifted, and I remembered about the fire. If Grandma and Grandpop were coming over, that meant they weren’t hurt, so that was good news.
As usual, Mom just wanted the house to look nice when they got here. Why, who knows? Once Kate asked her why we needed to pretend we were neat when our family visits, when normally we just leave things lying around. Mom had gone ballistic.
“I don’t have time for that now,” she had yelled. “Just do it.” She went back to sponging splatter off kitchen cabinets.
“It’s so hypocritical,” Kate had said. “These aren’t the king and queen. They are your parents.”
“Your father’s parents.”
You might think after nineteen years of marriage she would have quit worrying about Dad’s parents thinking he picked the wrong wife. As if either of them can see the splatters through their bifocals, anyway. But then, hey, if they can’t see so great, maybe they don’t need so much junk to step over and around.
I stood on the top stair, curled my toes over the edge, inch-wormed forward and slid onto the second step. Stretch the toes out, grab and pull. I loved that point where your weight is balanced on the edge the stair, and then you tip the balance so you fall to the next step. Inch up, fall down, inch up, fall down, fourteen stairs to the hallway.
I scoped the living room. True, there was no place for visitors to sit on the furniture. Kate’s varsity jacket, Kristi’s yarn, several days of The Washington Post, the TV guide, Seventeen, The Economist--none of that was my stuff, or Davey’s. I nudged the soccer ball up onto the back of my foot, flipped it up, and caught it under my elbow. The jigsaw puzzle on the floor was technically Kristi’s but Davey and I had been working on it, so I scooped it into its box, and stuck that under my other elbow. That left my hands free for my Terps hat, Davie’s Orioles sweatshirt and the wiffle-ball bat. I lugged that load up the steps and dropped it in the middle of the floor in our room. I had just landed—thump—on the sixth step when the door opened.
“Hallo-oh!”
Grandma’s usual cheerful chirrup got cut off by a nasty-sounding cough. I gave up the idea of hiding in my room and stood on the step watching. Dad went into the living room. Quicker than Grandma could find a tissue in her pocket, he built the newspapers and magazines into a tidy stack, set them in a corner, and plumped the couch pillows. The storm door clicked shut.
“Adam, get the door for Grandpop.”
“I can get it,” said Grandpop. He made his way up the walk with his tiny-step shuffle between his two ski poles. I figured he had his hands full so I opened the door. Slowly, he raised his head and straightened his bent back. His eyes twinkled at me, but he didn’t quite smile.
“Where’s your mother?” Dad asked.
“Getting groceries.”
Dad handed me an armful of stuff.
“Kate’s room.”
“But this is Kristi’s.”
“Whatever. Make it gone.”
I could have thrown it all in the trash. I could have said Dad told me to. But I did my best to sort Kristi’s stuff into Kristi’s room and Kate’s stuff into Kate’s room. I stretched my ears to pick up what I could from downstairs. Between Grandma’s coughs, it was way too quiet. I went down for a closer look.
All three of them were just sitting there. Grandpop, in Dad’s chair, still held his ski poles. He lined them up and then gave them a little shove. They timbered toward the coffee table, bounced once, and then came to rest leaning neatly against it side by side. Grandma never sits still. But there she was, sitting on the couch staring at the wall, with a bunch of mangled tissues next to her. Dad crunched sideways on the desk chair, elbows on his knees, forehead on his palms, fingers curled into his hair. The curve of his spine and the angle of his neck exactly matched Grandpop’s. Grandpop’s right hand started rolling back and forth, back and forth on his knee. The clock ticked loudly.
I lay down on the carpet next to the pile of papers and stared at the stain on the ceiling. Sometimes it looks like a bear. Sometimes it looks like an elephant. This time, it looked like storm clouds brewing. To prepare myself for possible danger ahead, I stretched my ankles up and down and around in circles, making the patterns Dr. Jackson had prescribed to strengthen my muscles when I got my cast off. Friskers walked along my leg and lay down on my belly. I let myself sink deeper into the carpet.
“What is that noise?”
Grandpop’s sudden question jarred me awake. I didn’t hear any noise except Frisker’s purring.
“It’s just Adam,” said Dad. “Oh, no.”
Muttering things Mom tells him not to say in front of the kids, Dad jogged up the stairs, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket as he went. His bedroom door slammed shut. I could hear him barking into the phone, and then talking fast and furious, and then quiet and slow. I couldn’t make out the words, but whatever he was saying, it was about me and it wasn’t good. Friskers abandoned me.
“Adam? I didn’t even see you there,” said Grandpop. “You were really sawing wood.”
I could no longer hide behind my eyelids. I got up and went to sit on the couch next to Grandma. I rubbed my itchy nose with my right hand, then my left hand.
“Don’t rub, blow,” said Grandma, handing me a tissue from the box beside her.
I blew. Nothing. I rubbed my itchy nose with the tissue and added it to her pile.
“Shouldn’t you be in school?” His frown lines looked carved in stone.
I shrugged and pointed at my throat.
“Sore, is it?”
I looked at my knees and let him reach his own conclusions.
Grandma started coughing again. Sammy’s “get-me-up” song floated down the steps. Dad’s door opened, and his footsteps creaked around in Sammy’s room a bit before he came down the stairs with Sammy on his back. Sammy’s entrance, as usual, melted stony frowns and set off a gush of exclamations about his happy smile, his rosy cheeks and how much has grown since last month. Dad put him on the floor and he crawled around pounding on things. He made his way to the couch between me and Grandma, and he reached for the tissues.
“Adam, don’t let him touch those,” Dad said.
I picked them up and took them to the trash can in the kitchen. Grandma’s had a weird gray tinge to them. She started to laugh when Sammy fell on his tush, but went into a bad spell of coughing.
“Mom,” said Dad, “You should have let the doctor check you.”
“I don’t need a doctor.”
“Why couldn’t you just let the fire department do their jobs,” said Grandpop.
“They took too long to get there.”
“Blasted fire extinguisher was rusted shut, and I couldn’t get its on-switch to work. When the cabinet above the stove started to burn, I said we needed to get out. She’s rooting around in the pantry.”
“I was looking for the baking soda to throw on it.”
“I practically had to push her out of the house. Then while I was on the patio calling 911, she went back with the garden hose and started hosing the house. Steam and smoke everywhere.”
Grandpop’s voice tightened up and cut off in the middle of the last word. I looked at his face. Tears ran down both cheeks.
Grandma glared at him. Then, with simultaneous deep sighs, they wilted in their chairs, like plants in a weed-killer commercial. Grandpop rubbed his face with both hands.
The garage door opened and Mom blew in with a rustle of grocery bags.
“I had no idea you would be finished at the hospital so soon!” she said, pecking Dad’s cheek, Grandma’s cheek, and Grandpop’s cheek. She picked up Sammy and he put his fingers in her mouth. She grabbed his wrist and buzzed the back of his pudgy hand. He giggled.
“We weren’t finished, but we left anyway,” said Dad.
“Hate hospitals,” muttered Grandpop.
Mom looked at Dad, her whole face a big question. He looked at Grandpop. Grandpop looked at Grandma. Grandma coughed.
“What did the doctor say about that cough?” asked Mom. “Didn’t they at least want to keep you for observation?”
“Don’t need a doctor. I’m fine,” said Grandma. “What’s burning? I smell smoke.” She coughed again.
Mom’s eyes zapped over to Dad’s and they locked onto each other for a count of four.
“That’s your clothes, Mom,” said Dad. “I’ll bring in your things. You can take a shower and clean up.”
He headed for his car in the driveway.
“Adam, go bring in the rest of the groceries,” said Mom.
On my way out to the van, I passed Dad coming back in with suitcases in each hand. Very large suitcases.
When I got back into the kitchen loaded down with groceries, Sammy was banging on his high chair tray with a river a drool running down his chin. Mom snapped a mega- bib around his neck and handed him half a banana.
“Put those things away while I put out some lunch for your grandparents,” she said. I knew she wouldn’t expect Sammy to do that from his high chair, so I figured she was talking to me even though her eyes were locked with Sammy’s and she was making goofy faces at him. When he laughed I got a great view of smushed banana behind his tiny shiny teeth.
When the purple martin chirped two o’clock, I figured it was just as well that I wasn’t in the operating room getting my tonsils scraped out. There was enough confusion around here. At least I was confused. Oatmeal, prunes, shredded wheat, chicken noodle soup, grapefruit juice--who eats this stuff?
Mom bustled around with octopus arms clearing counter tops, moving stuff off chair backs, hiding stuff in drawers, at the same time that she put groceries away and took out things for lunch. I put away toilet paper, paper towels and canned goods, and stuffed empty bags into the cabinet under the sink.
I gaped at the plates Mom put on the counter. They looked like something out of a restaurant ad—sandwiches with meat and cheese and lettuce and tomato, on toast cut diagonally in half, unfractured potato chips and a pickle spear. I reached for a potato chip.
“That’s for Grandpop.”
Figures. Nobody made me lunches that looked like that.
“Come have some lunch,” she said to the statues glued to the living room furniture.
Grandpop rotated his trunk slowly in her direction and smiled. He leaned forward, grabbed the arms of Dad’s chair, pushed up, and then sat back down. He inched toward the edge of the chair, leaned again and pushed. He got about halfway up and then sat back down. He moved farther forward in his chair, until he was right at the edge, leaned and pushed again. He looked like he might topple over, so I handed him his ski poles. I backed into the wall to get out of the way as he shuffled across the carpet toward the kitchen.
The tips of his poles left little gray smudges on the yellow kitchen linoleum.
“Oh, Harry, look what you’re doing,” said Grandma.
She reached for a paper towel, and wiped up the smudges.
“Don’t worry about that,” said Mom.
“Don’t worry about that? No wonder,” said Grandma.
As Grandpop carefully maneuvered himself into a kitchen chair, Grandma took his poles and scrubbed their rubber tips with a wet paper towel. Scowling, she opened the cabinet under the sink. Far in the back, she found a dusty bottle of spray cleaner. She spritzed the pole tips, and scrubbed again.
“There. You need to stop putting them in the mud, Harry.”
She cleaned the dust off the cleaner bottle and put it back in the cabinet. Mom put two glasses of ice water on the table and left the room.
“Adam, where’s your lunch?” said Grandpop.
Dad was making himself a sandwich, so I did too. I put some meat between two slices of wheat bread and sat down next to Grandpop. After two bites, it tasted like sawdust, so I got a glass of milk. The tomato slice fell out of Grandpop’s sandwich and landed on his lap. He put the sandwich down and ate the potato chips and pickle. He picked the meat out of the sandwich and ate it with his fingers.
“Harry, use your fork,” said Grandma. Under the table, I could see the rolling movement of his right hand. The waves were getting bigger. He opened his hand, stretching his fingers wide, and then made a fist. He grabbed onto his thigh, making his leg shake in rhythm with his hand.
Since most people eat sandwiches with their hands, Mom hadn’t put out forks. There weren’t any in the silverware drawer, so I found him one in the dishwasher.
Sammy banged on his tray.
“Beh. Beh deh.”
I handed him half a piece of bread. He grinned and gummed it. Once he ripped off a piece with his four little white teeth, he used both hands to tear the rest in half. He shoved one piece into his mouth with his right fist, and the other piece in with his left fist without chewing in between. He looked like a chipmunk—a very happy chipmunk. I waited until he swallowed most of that and put a few shreds of sliced turkey on his tray.
I drank half of my milk and took another bite of my sandwich. Grandma stared at me, and then at Grandpop.
“Harry, use your napkin,” she said.
A glob of mayonnaise sat on his chin. Mom hadn’t refilled the napkin holder. I jumped up, pulled the new pack out of the pantry, and tore it open. I handed one to Grandma and one to Grandpop. Then I picked up the ones that fell on the floor and put them into the napkin holder in the middle of the table.
“Mmm. Mmek,” said Sammy, banging on his tray. I found his sippy-cup and filled it half-way with milk. He grabbed it with both fat fists and took a swig. Milk mixed with the drool on his chin. He blew a big raspberry, and slammed down his cup. He took another drink and laughed out loud.
Grandpop wiped his mouth, but missed the glob of mayonnaise.
Mom and Dad looked at each other and then they looked away. It reminded me of the way they looked after my last report card. Dad ate his sandwich standing at the counter. Mom went at Sammy with the washcloth to get the banana out from between his two chins. Grandpop picked the insides out of his sandwich with his fork, and then ate the toast with his fingers.
A bus rumble-squeaked to a stop outside, and Davey stomped in, dropping his backpack into its usual spot just inside the garage door.
“Hey, great! Chips!”
He grabbed the bag and took a big handful.
“I’ll have some of those,” said Dad. “Want any more Mom, Pops?”
He put the bag on the table.
“Davey look how tall you’ve grown!” said Grandma. “I think you’re taller than your older brother. Let’s see. Stand up, Adam.”
She did this every time she saw us. I stood next to Davey. I could feel him hiking up his shoulders and puffing out his chest, grinning from ear to ear. After the usual exclamations, Mom asked him about his field trip. He launched into a colorful play-by-play, complete with impersonations of his teacher, the tour guide, and Marsha’s mother. He had all four grown-ups chuckling. He was his usual funny self, but I wasn’t in the mood.
I took the bag of chips and went out to the patio. I ate the one leftover half chip, and a small pile of bitty triangular chips of chips. I folded the bag in eighths and stuck it in my pocket.
I sat on the picnic table with my feet on the bench, my elbows on my knees and my chin in my hands, letting the afternoon sun soak into my shoulders. When I needed to breathe, I put my hands down on my knees and let my chin drop. The yard looked pretty good, with the last of the daffodils nodding in the breeze and the pale green buds on the trees. A pair of robins chased each other from grass to tree to fence and back to the grass.
I remembered Grandpop teaching me how to throw a spiral pass out there. He had just retired from his job at NASA. He tried to explain about momentum and inertia and rotational forces, but I was only six so I just watched the ball while the physics lesson drifted out to space. By the time I was thirteen, I could understand his physics lessons much better, but Parkinson’s Disease had put an end to Grandpop’s backyard football plays. Parkinson’s Disease causes problems with the way the brain controls movements. Dad said that Parkinson’s tends to get worse and worse as time goes on, and Grandpop’s sure did seem like it was getting worse.
Grandma moved enough for both of them, though. She invented multitasking while she taught second grade and raised three boys. Since she retired from teaching, she focused all her energies on taking care of Grandpop and her house. Her house was so neat you were afraid to touch anything. I knew that old people sometimes say the same thing over and over because they forget they already said it. I wondered whether Grandma really forgets that Davey is taller than I am, or if she just likes to see him do his look-at-me-he-man thing.
Their arrival might be stressing out Mom and Dad, but at least nobody was yelling at me about leaving the hospital. Yet.
I noticed a soccer ball under an azalea bush. Kristi would be mad that Davey left it out. I rolled it out with my toe. It was only slightly flat. I scooped it onto the back of my foot and sent it into the center of the chalk square on the brick wall. When it bounced back, I trapped it, booted it again, trapped it, and booted it again. Three in a row, right on target. I moved back a little to make it harder. The first kick went a little high, but the next three were dead on.
The back door slammed and Davey appeared.
“Dad says, knock it off.”
I sent one last kick hard to the center of the square. The ball rolled back under the azalea bush. I left it there.
When I got back from my walk around the block, Grandma had the newspaper on her lap in the rocking chair, but she was asleep. Grandpop and Davey were playing chess. Mom and Sammy were banging pots around in the kitchen. Dad and his car were gone. I snuck upstairs. I figured I’d be going to school the next day, so I’d better do the homework I’d thought I wouldn’t have to do because of my tonsils.
I shoved Friskers off my desk chair, and worked my way through twenty-five ratio and proportion problems and sentences for ten vocabulary words. The front door opened, and Kate came up the stairs, talking on her cell phone. Her voice got real low as she went past my room, but I could tell she was talking to Mike.
“What’s this?” she said. “I’ll call you back.”
Her phone clicked and tweedled down. She breezed in and sat on my bed.
“Why is Kristi’s stuff in my room?”
“Grandma and Grandpop’s stuff is in her room.”
“Why, might I ask?”
“Didn’t you see them downstairs?”
“Uh...clue please.”
“They had a fire at their house. They came over this morning.”
She picked cat hairs off my bedspread and dropped them on the floor.
“Not good,” she said.
Once, when I went looking for a pencil, I came across one of Kate’s term papers in her desk drawer. The teacher had written, “A plus. You have a gift for distilling essential truths from complex issues.” At the time, I thought, “Yeah, right,” but here she was—yet again—boiling down a big mess into a nugget of truth. She started jiggling her knee.
“Are they okay? How bad was the fire? How long are they staying?”
I shrugged.
She gave me that “you’re so useless,” look of hers and stalked out. Two seconds later, she was back in the doorway. From living in this household for so long, Kate had mastered the art of testing the waters before diving in. I could see her mind working. Swimming those churning currents downstairs might take more than her usual strong, sure strokes. She needed to check for hidden hazards.
“So did you get in trouble?” she asked.
“For what?”
“For your disappearing act, doofus. Dad must have been furious.”
I shrugged and studied my shoe laces.
“I got put on hold when he heard about the fire.”
She stood against the door jamb for a minute, winding a clump of hair around and around her left index finger, and tapping her right toe. Usually she either taps or winds while she’s thinking. Doing both together? Scary.
Finally, she stuck the hair behind her ear, shook out both hands, and headed down to the kitchen. I followed, in stealth mode, and watched from the foot of the stairs.
“Uh, Mom,” said Kate.
Mom turned off the water, plopped a peeled potato into a big pot of water, and dried her hands on a dish towel. After a big breath, she turned to look at Kate. She put her finger to her lips and pointed upstairs. They marched past me like I wasn’t there, but the mother sensors must have detected me.
“Adam, take Sammy for a walk around the block,” Mom said, without a pause in her steps or a glance in my direction.
I sat there a minute, wondering if anybody was going to tell me what was going on. But then Sammy came slap-slapping along, drooling onto the linoleum and then wiping up the drool with his knees. When he got to me, he reached his hands up to my knees and pulled himself up to stand, patting my knee and grinning his gummy grin.
“Okay, Sammy, let’s find your shoes.”
Displays of mother-daughter fireworks were common enough that I could afford to miss one. For once, Sammy’s shoes were both on the mat by the backdoor. I undid the Velcro and reached for his left foot. He curled up his toes. I put down the shoe and he uncurled his toes. Okay, so I picked up the shoe in one hand and the foot in the other, and he curled up his toes again. I surrendered.
“You carry them, then.”
I plopped Sammy onto my hip and headed for the stroller in the garage. I strapped him into the stroller and stuffed the shoes in the space beside him. He kicked his feet up and down. We took the long block. He squawked when I slowed down, and squealed when I speeded up. By the time we got home, the sun had disappeared behind the clouds. Grandma was chopping carrots.
“Oh, his hands are freezing,” Mom said when I handed him off to her. “You had him out in this wet shirt with no jacket or shoes?”
Sammy reached his slobbery hand toward Mom’s mouth, and blew a raspberry. She kissed his hand and hugged him tight. I went upstairs and flopped on my bed. I could hear Kate stomping back and forth in her room muttering, banging drawers and closet doors. I grabbed my social studies book and opened to the chapter of the week.
When I woke up, Kate was poking the bottom of my foot with a pencil.
“Yo. Adam. Dinner.”
I rubbed my face with both hands, and stretched. Kate swept down the steps ahead of me. I inched across each step to the tipping point, and made my way slowly so I could gradually get my brain in gear.
In the living room, Grandpop was trying to get out of his chair. He seemed glued in. Grandma pulled him up. By the time he was up, I was sure she was going to fall backwards, but somehow she didn’t. He took up his poles to follow her into the kitchen. His feet wouldn’t move. I could see him counting to himself, “One, two, three, four. Finally he got unstuck, and made his way to the kitchen table. Mom held his chair for him.
“When did you take your medicine, Pops,” she asked.
“Don’t remember. I guess it was around ten this morning.”
She disappeared as we dug in to the chicken and mashed potatoes, and came back with a long thing plastic box labeled Monday. His hands wobbled as she handed it to him, but he managed to open the noon compartment. He poured out six pills and took them one at a time. It took him about two minutes to get the little box into his shirt pocket.
“Where’s Dad,” asked Kate.
“At work,” said Mom. “Where’s Kristi? Did you tell her dinner’s ready?”
I looked at Kate, Kate looked at me. The Eastern Meadowlark on the clock announced six o’clock. We both looked at Mom.
“She’s at soccer,” said Kate. “She was expecting you to pick her up at five.”
“Oh, no!”
“I’ll go,” said Kate.
Mom looked pained. She didn’t like Kate driving at night. She didn’t like Kate out alone. She didn’t like Kate driving with passengers in the car. But she really didn’t want to leave Grandma and Grandpop stranded.
“I’ll go with her,” I said. I took two more spoonfuls of mashed potatoes, and a swig of milk.
Mom just nodded and sat down next to Grandpop. I cheetah-climbed the stairs, stuck my feet into my shoes, and zipped out the door to the van.
Kate got the car started on her second try. Puffing a sigh up into her bangs, she eased off the emergency brake and let the van roll down the driveway. I held my breath and closed my eyes. No screeching tires, no bumps or crashes. I opened my eyes. The daffodils stood, unsquashed.
I’d been in the backseat while Dad had lectured her about the dangers of dusk. Now, big grey clouds rolled over the sinking sun.
“Lights,” I whispered.
She heaved a sigh and relaxed into the seat. She didn’t even tell me to shut up. She just turned on the lights. My terror-alert went down one level.
By the time we stopped at the light by the shopping plaza, the air in the car felt lighter, but the sky looked darker. I watched the Greyhound beside us start up, its huge wheels rolling slowly into motion. My brain started playing “The Wheels on the Bus,” which of course I couldn’t exactly sing out loud in present company, so I just worked my leg muscles, moving my feet up and down and round and round along with the beat in my head. A few rain drops spattered the windshield. Before Kate could find the windshield wiper switch, the rain pounded the roof and water streamed over the car. Somebody behind us honked. Finally, Kate got the wipers wiping, inched us across the intersection, and accelerated to a crawl.
Never had it taken so long to travel those next five blocks. Never had I been so relieved to pull into a school parking lot. Never had I been so eager to find Kristi at her usual waiting place. Kristi wasn’t there.
Kate lurched to a stop near the flagpole. She let out a huge breath and reached for her cell phone. She dialed Kristi’s number. Halfway through Kristi’s perky “leave a message” recording, Kate clicked off without leaving a message.
“Go find her,” she said.
Through the rivulets on the window, I scanned the parking lot. Aside from two old clunkers in the teachers’ section and sheets of rainwater, the parking lot was empty.
I looked at her. She was serious. She actually expected me to get out of the car. To go inside the high school. Me. Right. I sat there.
“She probably went in to find a phone. Go look in the front office and in the hall by the gym.”
I looked at her again. She was tapping her toe and twirling her hair and blinking too many times per second. I got out of the car.
After the first five steps, I figured I was as wet as I could get, so I slipped out of sprint mode into slow motion. I really didn’t want to go in that building. A huge business suit with a spot of lunch on the jacket just left of the belt buckle met me at the door.
“Can I help you, son?” He oozed that obnoxious concern of teachers talking to confused third graders.
I shrugged.
“Who are you looking for?”
“Kristi Clarke.”
“How did you get here?”
I jerked my thumb toward the van by the flagpole.
Just then, Kristi appeared in the office doorway. I thought for a moment that she was glad to see me. Then her jaw tightened. She heaved her gym bag onto one shoulder and her book bag onto the other, and stormed past me, past the suit, through the door.
I leaned back to get a glimpse of the face above the suit. His eye twitched at me.
“Thank you, sir,” I said. Then I splashed my way back to the van.
“Heat, quick,” Kristi said, punching at dashboard buttons. Her teeth chattered louder than mine. She pulled a towel out of her bag and wiped the drips off the back of her neck.
Kate swiped at the steamy windows while the wipers slap-slapped at the rain.
“Sorry,” she said. “Home’s a zoo.”
“Because of Adam?”
“Nope. His antics have been totally forgotten because of Grandpop and Grandma.”
While Kristi shivered under her towel Kate described the fire and the suitcases.
“Not good.”
They fight a lot, but they usually agreed on the important stuff.
Kate let out the emergency brake.
“Lights,” said Kristi.
Kate clicked her tongue, shook her head, and turned on the lights and the windshield wipers. We drove in silence, peering through the rain, trying desperately to see what was coming.
“Oh, honey, you’re soaked,” said Mom, giving Kristi a big hug. “Go take a hot shower, and I’ll warm up your dinner.”
When Kristi headed upstairs, Mom handed me a towel.
“Clean up that puddle and leave your shoes on the mat.”
I left my shoes on the mat and snapped the towel at the drips on the floor. I knew I was leaving wet sock prints wherever I walked, but didn’t care much. Nobody offered to warm up my dinner. I sat down and ate two more bites of cold mashed potatoes. Food is definitely over-rated. I went to my room, left my wet clothes in the middle of the floor, and pulled on some sweats. I climbed under my covers. Friskers curled up next to my head.
Next thing I knew, Friskers walked over my shoulder, thudded to the floor and then escaped into the hall, leaving a faint trail of echoing footsteps. Trouble. I froze.
“Maybe we should let him sleep,” said Mom.
“We’ve put this off too long already,” said Dad.
I heard them come in. Mom sat on my desk chair. Dad took a deep breath and let it out.
“Adam, we need to talk,” said Mom.
If they needed to talk, they could talk all they wanted. I wasn’t moving. I kept my eyes closed.
“He must be so exhausted,” said Mom.
“He’s not the only one who would rather not deal with this issue at this time.”
Even with my back to him, I could hear his tight throat, his clenched jaw, his crossed arms. The steam escaping through his ears as he let out his breath.
“Honey, maybe we should—"
“It’s my job to help keep that hospital running smoothly, including the operating room schedule. How can I expect other people to do be on time and do what they are supposed to do when my own son turns the place upside down? He needs to know there are consequences to his actions. Adam, I know you are not really asleep.”
Uh-oh. I rolled over on my back and stretched as if I were just waking up, and put on my best look of total confusion.
“You owe us an explanation, young man.”
“Oh, honey, he was just frightened.”
“Is that it? You were scared? If you were scared, why didn’t you say something earlier? Why didn’t you tell Dr. Peterson when she talked with you last week? Why did you wait until I wasn’t there and then do your very best to embarrass me?”
I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and sat with my elbows on my knees staring down at my feet. I curled my toes, uncurled them, curled them again and uncurled them, watching my toe knuckles go white, then pink, then white, then pink. I put the soles of my feet together and squished them tight. He went on for a while about what people at the hospital had said or might say or probably thought. I wiggled my big toes up and down so that the space between them opened and closed like a mouth going blah-blah-blah. But when I held them pressed closed together, Dad just kept talking.
“Don’t you make noises at me.”
Oops. I must have grunted by accident. I closed my eyes and shuddered. They both took big breaths at the same time. Dad started back up about how I ought to recognize that I wasn’t the only person in the house who had problems, and that I should figure out how I could be helpful for a change instead of causing one crisis after another. Right. I rolled my eyes back into my head, tipped backwards onto the bed, and turned toward the wall.
“Adam!” Dad’s voice came between clenched teeth. His cell phone blared. The door slammed. I heard Mom take a big breath and crack her knuckles.
Just then Davey came bouncing in, bragging about how he just beat Grandpop at chess.
“Hey, Mom,” he burbled, “do you think anybody will notice if I wear this grey sock with this white one tomorrow?”
“Get the laundry basket and put everything from your hamper and your floor in it.”
“That’s Adam’s stuff.”
“Do it anyway.”
He stomped down the hall muttering “No fair, no fair, no fair.” Mom’s footsteps faded in the direction of Sammy’s room. Friskers came back and curled up by my head.
Davey slammed the laundry basket on the floor and thumped me hard between the shoulder blades. Then he jumped on top of me and started jabbing me in the ribs with his boney fingers. I rolled over to dump him off, but he compensated quickly to keep his balance and kept on jabbing. He loves it when I fight back, because he always wins, so I just took a deep breath and went limp. Fortunately, he gets bored quickly.
“Stupid,” he said.
I ignored him until he had all the stuff in the laundry basket. Then I sat on the laundry so he wouldn’t dump it out again.
“So Davey, they didn’t tell you anything because you’re too young to understand, right?”
“They kept talking right over my head like I wasn’t even there. The fire started in the kitchen. Grandma left something on the stove and when she came back some towels were on fire, and then the newspaper on the counter and the wooden cabinets. The fire department took fifteen minutes to get there. The hoses drenched everything, so anything that didn’t get burnt got drowned. The ceiling and roof have a big whole in them and that big window by the sink is broken. The whole kitchen is gutted. What’s that mean, gutted?”
Kate and Kristi appeared in the doorway. I waved them in. They closed the door behind them and sat on my bed. Kristi sneezed. Davey shifted into high-drama-story-telling mode.
“Grandma didn’t want to put her hose down when the fire guys got there. Grandpop tried to wrestle it away from her and drag her off.”
A guffaw erupted through Kate’s nose, and we all spent the next two minutes writhing around on the floor making weird noises.
“But it really isn’t funny,” Kristi said finally.
“Right,” Kate said. “Then what?”
“Ambulance guy finally got them both away from the house, while the guys with hoses tackled the blaze.”
Davey got into his pantomime, adjusting his virtual suspenders and taking huge wide-based steps with his virtual hose, then letting forth a gush of virtual water and great hisses of virtual steam.
“Okay, okay, got the picture.”
“By the time Dad got there, the fire was out. He talked the guys into letting him get in through the back to get to their room to pack some stuff. Then he took them to the hospital to get checked.”
“Figures.”
“At the hospital, Grandma complained about the check in, wouldn’t sign the papers they wanted her to sign, refused to sit on a chair she didn’t think was clean enough, and then yelled at the nurse for taking people out of order. After twenty minutes, she decided they didn’t need to be there, so she walked out. Refused to sign the papers they wanted her to sign on the way out, too.”
Davey flopped onto his bed and stared at the ceiling. Kate twirled her hair. Kristi undid her hair clip, opened and closed it three times, and then put it back into her hair. Friskers jumped into my lap. A serious quiet took over the room. Finally Kristi voiced the big question.
“Any clue about how long will they be staying?”
“Nope,” said Davey. He balanced a wiffle ball on his foot over his head, tossed it in the air, and then caught it left handed just before it hit his nose. Show was over. Kristi and Kate trudged back to Kate’s room. Friskers disappeared under my bed just as Mom walked in.
“I’ll take that laundry,” she said. I got out of the basket and handed it to her. She didn’t say thank you. She didn’t yell at me for sitting in the basket. She didn’t even look around to see what we’d missed. She just shuffled down the stairs.
Country music came wailing out of Kate’s room. Kate and Kristi’s room. Whatever. Then, Dad clomped up the steps, went in there without knocking and killed that red neck woman in the middle of a note. No discussion. No commands. No arguments. He clomped back downstairs. I could just picture the two of them staring at the empty doorway with their mouths hanging open.
I looked at Davey. He looked at me. Then he performed his best death by strangulation and fell on the floor. Once, that might have been funny. I grabbed the closest book on the shelf, opened it anywhere, and pretended to read.
“Yo, Adam, I thought you’d be out all week.”
I shrugged.
“So, did they take your tonsils out?”
I grabbed my neck, crossed my eyes and let my tongue hang out the side of my mouth.Chris punched my shoulder. He’d been punching my shoulder like that since the third grade. It didn’t make me feel like his best friend anymore. It just hurt.
“Later.”
He disappeared into Ms. Matthews’s room.
I stared at the schedule taped to the back wall of my locker. I knew it was Tuesday. I knew I had gym first. Why did I hope some miracle had changed my schedule during my absence?
I fiddled with the stuff in my backpack so I wouldn’t have to talk to anybody, and then I slid into the gym just as the second bell rang. I squirmed out of my sweats and stashed them under the bleacher. Ms. Cleaver barked out the names on her clipboard. I managed an appropriate grunt when she got to mine. She stopped. She looked at me. She shook her head. Then she went back to barking out the rest of the names.
“In case you haven’t noticed,” she said, “Spring has sprung. Outside. Three times around the soccer field. Outside the cones. No cutting corners. Go.”
I bent to rearrange my shoe laces so the Superjocks would have plenty of space to maneuver into their customary places at the head of the pack. At a moderate trot, I merged with the middle. Taking in the greener grass, the budding trees, the dandelions, I thought this might be tolerable.
After the second corner my nose started to itch. I sniffed. A few steps later, I sneezed.
“Ew, gross,” said a pretty voice beside me. It was Carrie. She accelerated past me as I suavely wiped my hand over my upper lip.
As I turned the fourth corner, the Superjocks pounded past me, breathing in rhythm.
“What’s with Clarke? He used to be fast.”
“Why’d he quit soccer?”
“Was he always that short?”
I picked up my pace for a few yards, but my breath got too loud in my ears for eavesdropping. My eyes itched like crazy and my nose kept dripping. I stopped to wipe my face with my shirt.
“Keep moving,” yelled Ms. Cleaver. “Nobody stops till they’re finished three laps. If you can’t run, walk, but keep moving.”
By the time I got to the sixth corner, I was passed by the girls who didn’t want sweat to mess up their makeup. The Superjocks came barreling around again.
“I see how it is,” said Studs, falling into step with me. “He likes the view from back here. Not bad.”
Tracy turned around and stuck out her tongue at him. He made kissing noises.
“Beat you to the finish,” said Trey.
“Like hell.”
With treads squeaking on the wet grass, they took off. Studs stretched his stride to match Trey’s. They collected all eyes as they charged past the walkers, the trotters and the joggers. Girls sighed. Ms. Cleaver smiled and made a note on her clipboard. I hustled to stay ahead of Brittany and Jason. They didn’t care that they were always last.
“They think they’re such hot stuff,” said Jason.
“Because they are,” said Brittany.
“They just want everybody watching them,” said Jason. “Who cares?”
“You do.”
“Do not.”
“Do too.”
“Let’s run.”
“What, are you nuts?”
Suddenly, they were huffing and puffing on either side of me. Then they were ahead of me giggling and jiggling. No one wants a description of the rear view of this duo in gym shorts. People started pointing and yelling “Go! Go! Go!” I switched into slo-mo. All eyes were elsewhere.
Ms. Cleaver grinned at them. Then her eyes drilled into me. She scowled, and scribbled on her clipboard.
By the time I got around the twelfth corner, eleven pairs kicked eleven soccer balls back and forth within eleven well-defined territories.
“Clarke,” barked Ms. Cleaver, “with Johnson and Jamison.”
Trey and Studs. If my report card had left me with any doubts, now I knew she hated me. We had history, me and Studs and Trey. On another bright spring day two years ago, my soccer team faced off against theirs for the U-11 county championship. I played midfield then. Studs and Trey had dominated the game. Three times, Studs had scored on passes from Trey. On their fourth goal, Trey scored on a pass from Studs. Still, for our team, Jamaal and Stewart had managed to connect a couple of times, Eric had caromed one off the left post into the goal and Omar had scored miraculously by heading my last corner kick into the right upper corner of the net. Score was tied, with five minutes left to play. Our best defenders were away on a scout camping trip. Coach had just given us instructions during the last time out. I was determined to stop the ball before it got to Billy or Jonathan. Trey sent the ball from center to Studs, who came barreling along the sideline toward me. I went for the tackle. I got my left foot on the ball, but the instant that I saw Studs’s elbow at my eye-level, my right cleat caught in the uneven ground. Billy, coming up behind me, was so revved he couldn’t stop in time to avoid a crash landing. His knee hit my leg just above my planted foot, two hundred pounds at 4 miles an hour. My memory of the next few minutes is a little spotty, but they tell me the ball went out of bounds, and they called the game to make way for the paramedics. Ever since then, I was not exactly eager to put myself near Trey and Studs. Whenever they got within sensor range, alarm signals would buzz all through my body making my heart pound and my palms sweat.
“Move it, Clarke,” said Ms. Cleaver.
Even with my eyes so itchy I had to blink ten times a second, I could see them on the far side of the field. I started off at a trot. Big mistake. I took another discreet swipe at my upper lip, and grabbed a fistful of my shirt. That didn’t help the weight pulling on my chest with each breath. I crossed into their space and stood watching them pass and trap. Unlike the rest of the pairs, they moved after they passed in a well-practiced pattern. Coach Edwards would be proud. Trey stopped the ball with his knee, and dropped it to his foot.
“Yo, Studs. Look who finally showed up.”
“Where you been, Clarke?”
“Probably out saving the planet again. Faster than a speeding bullet, our Superman.”
I never should have handed in my Superfoot story as a creative writing assignment but that week I didn’t have time to write something else. I never thought that Ms. Harris would read it aloud. It would have been better to take a zero. Superfoot would have had more sense.
“Superman don’t let his mouth hang open like that.”
They both kept their eyes on me while they passed the ball back and forth.
“Not even when he plays the geek. What’s his name? Clark?”
“Superman don’t breathe like Darth Vader.”
“Superman don’t show up with snot smeared on his suit neither.”
The ball shot hard from Trey’s foot, level with the ground. I couldn’t help myself. It’s a reflex. I stopped it, dead, and flicked it to Studs. He stared at it in the grass at his feet.
With a little shrug, he nudged it over to Trey. They went back to their routine. With each pass, came a “Superman don’t.”
“Don’t have arms like toothpicks.”
“Don’t wear unmatched socks.”
“Don’t snort snot.”
“Don’t have ugly sisters.”
“Don’t twitch his whole face when he blinks.”
“Don’t have pink blotches all over his neck.”
Studs missed a beat, took a breath and shot a hard one at my navel. I dropped it to my left foot and sent it hard at his nose. He dodged it, gawping. It went into the bushes. I blinked six times. A little white butterfly drifted out of the bushes along the edge of the field.
“Go get it,” said Trey.
The whistle blew.
“Balls in the bag,” yelled Ms. Cleaver.
Fourteen pairs trotted over toward her.
“Jamison, where’s your ball?”
“Clarke’s getting it out of the bushes.”
I figured how long it would take them to go inside, shower and change, and I adjusted my pace to make sure I would miss all of that. I stood in the bushes looking around. I walked over the ball twice. Finally, when they were all inside, I picked it up and threw it over my head so it landed just in bounds. In slow motion, I dribbled it across the field, avoiding all the dandelions. I rolled it into the bag off the side of my foot, and went to retrieve my sweats from under the bleachers. Ms. Cleaver was sitting right over them, stuffing a note into an envelope.
“Adam.”
I had to look up at her.
“Give this to your parents.”
She handed me the envelope. I stood there staring. The bell rang. The next class started arriving.
“Okay, people, in case you haven’t noticed, Spring has sprung. Outside. Three times around the soccer field. Outside the cones. No cutting corners. Go.”
You never knew what would happen in science class. Ms. Oakley knew more about science than she knew about getting kids to sit down and shut up, so she didn’t talk much. Usually, she’d set out materials for an “investigation,” hand us a list of instructions, and then wander from group to group asking people to explain stuff. This time, she’d arranged the desks in pairs. On the supply table sat a huge cube covered with a ratty-looking checkered table cloth.
“Yo, Adam.”
Chris banged on the desk next to him. I slid into it.
“What do you think?” he said.
Around us people put out predictions.
“Probably a video.”
“No wires.”
“Maybe it’s wireless.”
“Wrong shape anyway.”
“It’s animals in a cage.”
“Maybe rats.”
“Ew, gross.”
“Animals would smell. I don’t smell anything, do you?”
“Just Clarke,” said Trey, behind me. “He didn’t change after gym.”
Beside me, Chris sniffed the air.
“I don’t smell anything,” he said.
My eyes itched like crazy. When I rubbed them, they felt better and worse at the same time.
“Aw, Trey you made him cry.”
“Superman don’t cry.”
“Superman don’t stink either.”
Ms. Oakley dinged the bell on her desk. The din rested for one beat as people glanced at her, and then resumed.
“Did you see Marian’s shirt?”
Chris started looking around. His eyes widened when they landed on Marian.
“Do you think they’ll make her go home?”
“That dress code is so stupid.”
“They’ll just make her wear one of those hideous school T-shirts.”
“But maybe not until after English,” muttered Studs. Trey snorted. This was Marian’s week to erase the board in English class.
“Marian, where’d you get it?” asked Brittany. “How did you get your mother to let you?”
“Who said she let me?”
“Something in a box.”
“Well, duh, but what?”
Tiara turned on her best glare.
“If you’d shut up, maybe we’d find out.”
Ms. Oakley turned the lights off, on, off and on again, and started talking. As the room noise dwindled, her voice came into focus.
“…the mysterious glue that holds the universe together,” she said. Glue? Last week it was gravity. “You will be working in pairs to answer these questions.” She handed a stack of papers to Stacy, who bustled around handing them out. “Yes, you will hand me the answers at the end of the hour, and it will be graded.”
“But, Ms. Oakley, what’s in the box?”
“Box? Oh, yes. You’ll find what you need to answer the questions right in here.”
With a flourish, she whipped off the tablecloth, unmasking a stack of books. The groan that erupted morphed into a guffaw as a hole in the cloth snagged on a corner of a book, sending an avalanche of books rumbling to the floor.
Chris, Stacy and Tiara stepped up to help distribute the books. Ms. Oakley turned to write a list of hints on the board—table of contents, index, glossary, captions, bold print… The splotches on her neck gradually faded.
Finally, Chris sat down with our book.
“Pretty cool stuff in here,” he said. “Check it out.”
The book did look like something I’d be interested in if I were in the mood. I’d thought that I knew all about atoms when we made models of atoms in the fifth grade. This book went into much more detail—different kinds of molecular bonding, subatomic particles, nuclear forces. Cool pictures showed how pieces fit together. Chris bubbled and babbled about the list of questions, and found the page that answered “What is matter?” My eyelids wouldn’t stay up, so I laid my head on the desk and looked at him sideways while he read.
“I’ll read it, you write it,” he said.
I found a pencil in my backpack under my algebra book, and scrawled a couple of sentences. Chris read what I wrote, erased half of it and wrote three more lines. Behind us, Trey and Studs had moved on to “What is an atom?”
“The smallest particle of an element.”
“What’s an element?”
“Mom says I’m in my element on the soccer field.”
“That’s different. Look here, it says—"
A knuckle jabbed my shoulder blade.
“Atom’s the smallest particle. Get it? Adam the atom.”
Of course, I ignored the eruption of sniggers and giggles. I wrote a definition of an atom, including a description of the nucleus containing protons and neutrons inside a cloud of whirling electrons. Chris drew the picture.
Ms. Oakley stopped by our desk and looked at our work. My part was messier than usual. I looked up at her to see if she would still manage to say something positive. She smiled, then she got a crease between her eyebrows and her lips squeezed shut. She bustled back to her desk. I looked at Chris. He shrugged.
“Okay, let’s go subatomic,” he said. “What’s a proton?”
“Hah! Look at this,” Trey was saying. “The proton is made of smaller particles called quarks. Clarke the quark!”
“Atom Quark, the vewy, wewy wittawest of aw,” said Studs.
“So itsy bitsy he has to convert his height into miwimeters.”
“No, nanometers.”
“No, no, look, it would be Angstroms.”
“And his weight into atomic mass units.”
The whole back half of the class laughed. Chris made a weird noise and covered his mouth with his hand. As Ms. Oakley reappeared at our desk, the general mirth dissolved into pairs murmuring over books again. She handed me a hall pass and a pink slip.
“Take that down to the nurse.”
I started out. Heads swiveled toward me.
“Take your things with you.”
An unnatural quiet descended as I heaved my pack onto my left shoulder and headed for the door. As I fumbled with the doorknob, the pink slip fluttered to the floor next to Jackie in the front row. Before I could move, she had picked it up and heaved out of her chair, her foot-brace clanking. The pink slip trembled in her rough hand. Her hangnails matched her nail polish. She mumbled something that I didn’t quite catch because of the wave of chatter that propelled me through the door. The hallway felt strangely safe. Well, duh. The kids were all in classrooms.
I leaned against the wall outside the nurse’s office. Mr. Patterson slowed to stare at me, but I flashed the hall pass and he swept on past, shoes a-squeaking and papers a-flapping.
I let myself take a breath and then closed my mouth again. The door was closed. Was I supposed to knock or just go in? As I reached for the knob, the door exploded open. Sarah Beasley looked right, left, down, left, right, and then beetled full speed down the hall. She looked over her shoulder before burrowing into the girls room. She didn’t see me. Either that, or else she figured that anybody who fits in the space between the door and the wall is no threat.
The girls’ room door thudded shut. The nurse’s office door gaped open. Mrs. Baxter glanced up from her papers.
“Hi. I didn’t see you there.”
In one smooth motion, she took Ms. Oakley’s note and waved me into the seat by her desk.
“Look here,” she said.
I unwound my finger from the hem of my T-shirt and glanced at her. I picked at the grungy foam in the cracked seat.
She reached in her pocket and stepped around the desk as she drew her weapon. I put my face in the crook of my elbow and waited. I tried to take a quiet breath, but it went in with a snort and out with a wheeze. She plucked five tissues out of the box on her desk and handed them to me. I put my arm down, blew twice, put my arm back up.
“Does it hurt or itch?” she asked.
What? Which? I shrugged.
“Here, let me see.”
When she touched my arm, I flinched in shock. It felt—nice. She didn’t laugh at the wet around my eyes or the crusted slime on my cheek.
“Follow the light.”
She waved her mini-flashlight around in front of me, up and down, right and left.
“You’ll have to go home,” she said. “What’s your phone number?”
Right. Mom will love this. Dad will be so proud of me.
I put my elbow on the arm of the chair, and thunked my forehead into my fist.
“Adam Clarke, right? Kristi’s brother? I guess Kate will be off to college soon.”
I tuned out her hymn to my sainted sisters by grinding my teeth.
“Phone, Adam?”
I droned out ten digits as she punched them into her phone.
“Mrs. Clarke?”
“Who is this?” I could hear Grandma, loud and clear.
“This is Mrs. Baxter, the school nurse.”
“No thank you.” Click.
Mrs. Baxter looked at me. I did my best to look unconscious. She shook her head and turned to her computer. She tapped a few keys and brought my record up on her screen. She punched at her phone again, then pulled it away from her ear as something banged and clattered at the other end.
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