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Chapter 1: The Nose-Punching Girl

 


All they wanted me for was my freaky little
talent. No one wanted to be my partner in chem lab, no one texted
me, no one even said hello to me in the hall.

I felt as lost as Anna, the deaf girl, who
was sent to the office almost every day for fighting with the other
girls. She was so tiny that everyone thought she should be in sixth
grade instead of ninth, but people stopped messing with her after a
while because she’d punch you right in the nose.

It made me feel creepy sitting by her,
because even though she was pretty in a girly, cute way, I
never knew what would set her off. She could read lips from a
distance, and if she even thought you said something bad
about her she’d stride right across the room in the middle of class
and deck you. I saw her cause three bloody noses—two girls and one
boy—and it was just October.

Sometimes I’d bet when she’d get sent to the
principal, but no one bet against me because they said I had the
“power.” They said it was unfair.

That was my weird talent: I predicted things
and they came true. Or rather, I saw them in my mind.

It took a while before I learned to keep my
mouth shut, but by then everyone knew—especially some girls in a
particularly frightening gang. Well, at least frightening to me.
Since I was a total wimp (or at least I thought so at the time),
the least little thing could scare me. Three girls surrounded me
before school started each day and harangued me with questions,
either in the student lounge or under the oak tree at the front of
the school:

Will Mr. Spencer give a pop quiz today?

Will my sister’s boyfriend ask her to marry
him?

Will Damian O’Riley get busted for selling
weed?

They kept coming back with more questions,
day after day. I couldn’t help but blurt out the images I saw in my
mind—those bits and pieces of the future that got me so confused.
It was hard enough just dealing with the present.

As I watched Anna sitting next to me in Ms.
Finley’s history class, I felt uneasy once again. There we were, on
the first row. She had to sit up front to read the teacher’s lips.
She didn’t speak, but signed, and I saw how that separated her from
people, because no one knew how to sign. I’m sure that frustrated
and angered her. When she needed to say something, she had to write
notes.

She was slim, with straight black hair
usually parted in the middle, or in a ponytail. Her skin was a dark
tan, as if she had lain out all summer, sucking up the sun
forever.

When Ms. Finley, an old maid teacher who
wore polyester dresses to mid-calf and boring, flat-heeled brown
shoes, gave the assignment and went back to her desk, Anna passed
me a note:

So are you the boy who reads minds?

I passed back: I don’t
often read minds, but sometimes I know what will happen in the
future. Unfortunately.

Anna: What am I
thinking?

Me: You’re mad at me and
you want to punch me out.

Anna: Ha ha! Not quite.
I’m thinking why don’t you have lunch with me?

I stared at that note for a while before I
answered back. I’d never been asked to lunch by a girl before. To
me, lunch was a conglomerate of bodies, rowdy cliques and bad
smells, all smashed together in a big room with tables.

Before my mind wandered too far, I realized
I better answer her quickly, or I could get hit.

I’d be glad to. I’m Dallas.

She didn’t pay attention to me the rest of
the period, but I couldn’t help peeking at her paper. She wrote in
half script and half print, very quickly, as if she were spitting
out the words in exasperation. In answer to the question, “Who was
America named after?” she wrote:

America was named after Amerigo Vespucci, an
Italian explorer. But perhaps we should call it Columbia, because
Christopher Columbus found it first. People are never given credit
for what they do.

So by stealing glances at her paper I got to
know this pretty, dangerous girl who had sat next to me the past
month.

When the bell rang I walked her to her
locker, which was close to mine, on the first floor. She didn’t eat
school lunch, but carried a sack of fruit and a small sandwich.

I have growth
problems, she wrote. I have to drink a
yucky protein drink in the morning.

She nibbled at her ham sandwich with a
scowl, as if it pained her to swallow the little bites.

Will you learn sign? I don’t talk, and I get
tired of writing these notes to people.

She seemed to like me, but I didn’t know
why. People usually ignored me unless they wanted information.
Maybe she was lonely. In the back of my mind I figured that if I
became her friend, she wouldn’t punch me. I pictured blood running
down my face. I saw that her knuckles had red, angry marks.

She wiggled the paper so I would answer
her.

Of course, I’d love to learn sign
language.

What was I getting into?

I sat on the front row with her in algebra,
too, because the seating chart was arranged alphabetically. Her
last name was Da Silva and mine was Collier. I asked Mr. Swenson, a
fiftyish, balding man with thick black glasses, if it would be OK
if Anna and I passed notes, because I was learning sign language
and she was having trouble with the assignments.

He tapped his old wooden desk several times
with his red pencil, almost knocking off a huge pile of papers.
“Just keep her calm, will you? I get tired of sending her to the
office.” He straightened his papers again, as if repairing a
crumbling castle wall.

So that was how my friendship with the
smallest, meanest girl in the school began. When the bell rang, she
wrote, Walk me home?

We put our books into my backpack and I
bought us Mountain Dews from a vending machine in the cafeteria
area.

I’d never been with a girl so quiet before.
It made me listen to the birds, and the squirrels rustling in the
trees overhead. The other girls were always in my face, throwing
questions at me—like I was a puppet they controlled.

Anna stopped me on the sidewalk and
straightened my mussed-up hair. She kissed her hand, touched my
cheek and gave me a quick smile. I’m sure I blushed a little.

Before I knew it, we were at her house. She
lived on Evergreen Avenue, a nice part of town where the houses
were older and well-kept. They were usually made of brick, with
steep roofs, and surrounded by tall trees. When she let me in and
sat me at the kitchen table, something unusual happened. It was
like the room started telling me things. In my mind I saw her
crying because her father lived far away. Her aunt tried to console
her. I didn’t know where her mother was—I got no reading on that. I
saw her attend a deaf school, where she desperately tried to learn
to talk, but was never able to. She was profoundly sad that she
disappointed her family and the teachers. Worst of all, the other
students made fun of her from time to time.

The vision left me in the last swallow of my
drink. I had learned to settle into this type of experience, so it
didn’t shock me as much, but came as a gentle daydream.

Her aunt slid into the room with an iced tea
and said hi.

Anna fingerspelled C-a-r-m-e-n, but
at that time I didn’t understand the letters that she signed with
her hand.

“Hi, I’m Carmen, Anna’s aunt.”

“I’m Dallas. We’re in a couple of classes
together.”

“Nice to meet you,” she replied, and took a
sip of her tea.

She was going to leave the kitchen then, but
Anna grabbed her arm and had her sit down. We talked for a while,
with Carmen serving as an interpreter.

That’s when I blabbed my mouth.

“I’m sorry that your father lives so far
away, Anna. Oh—and they were so mean to you at the deaf
school!”

They exchanged nervous glances. It was like
Carmen asked her, in one brief, troubled look, “What did you tell
him?” Anna held her hands up as if to say, “I didn’t tell him
anything.”

I felt awful. I tried to rescue myself by
saying, “I’m sorry, that’s none of my business.”

How could I know that no one in the entire
school knew anything about Anna’s personal life—that she and Carmen
kept it as a guarded secret?

Carmen faced me, with an annoyed expression.
“How did you know that? Who else at school knows this?”

“I’m sorry. No one knows this. Things just
come to me. Like the fact that Monday you’re going to sell that
house on Hampton Avenue to that couple from—”

I slapped my hand over my mouth and felt
like an idiot.

“How did you know I was in real estate? Have
you been spying on Anna and me? Is there some gossip going around
the school?” Her lips were taut and her eyes were open wide with
anger. I held my head down, ashamed—the tension was building in my
neck and shoulders.

“Are you making fun of Anna? She’s had
enough problems, you know.” She tapped the table nervously with her
fingers.

I peeked up at her. “Ms. Da Silva, I assure
you I’m not. Ask anyone at the school. They say I’m psychic. Makes
me feel like a freak. A day doesn’t go by without people hounding
me, asking me questions. Some people say it’s a gift. But I know
what it is.”

I laid the soda pop bottle on its side and
spun it on the table. Then I pounced upon it with my hand, like a
lion attacking its prey. They stared at me as if I were a
magician.

“It’s a curse,” I said forlornly. I felt my
stomach acting up, and rushed for the door.

When I got home, I locked myself in the
bathroom, breathless from my quick escape and the six-block walk. I
not only felt that Anna might punch me, but Carmen might, too. I
examined my scrawny figure in the mirror. I had long red hair that
I hated, that frizzed out on the ends. Complexion: not bad.
Whatever zits I had were almost invisible, and didn’t seem to come
too often. A gold earring in my left ear. Mom argued against the
piercing, but she had no choice. I can be annoyingly stubborn when
I want.

The only reason I didn’t get beat up every
day was because I knew how to stay on the sidelines, out of the
action. The other boys considered me an anomaly, something out of
the ordinary they might use in the future. I was an ace in their
pocket, someone who could provide them with information should the
need arise. Some of them even befriended me. A few called me the
“Fortune Teller Dude.” At least I didn’t have to worry about
getting pummeled by the bullies and the jocks.

I touched my cheek where Anna gave me the
“kiss” with her hand. There was something exciting about the whole
situation. If only I could keep my mouth shut. Would they forgive
my indiscretion? Would Carmen even believe me about being able to
see things in my mind? Anna did ask me if I were “the boy who could
read minds.” Hopefully she would explain everything to her aunt and
they would forget about it.

I didn’t want those visions anyway. I was
perfectly content to know nothing about Anna or anyone else.

My little sister Jennie pounded on the door.
“How long are you going to be in there? Other people in the house
have to use the bathroom too!”

I splashed some water on my face and
surrendered my only bastion of solitude. When I opened the door,
the irritating thirteen-year-old seemed to be bleeding from her
eyes with excitement. “I don’t have all day, you know,” she said
disgustedly, flipping her sandy blond hair about her face. I always
teased her about her pug nose, but actually it made her look
cute.

She was getting ready to meet her best
friend, Katy, at the mall. They wanted to catch a glimpse of Jason,
the blond-haired egomaniac who seemed to rule the seventh grade.
This I knew not by my psychic “powers,” but just plain common
sense. She had been doing this the past three Fridays in a row.

“He doesn’t care about you or Katy,”
I teased. I held the door open for her, but stood in front of her
so as not to let her go by.

“What? Who are you talking about?”

“Why, Jason, of course. Your golden boy. He
doesn’t care about you or anyone but himself.”

“How did you know we wanted to— Hey! Mind
your own business, won’t you?” She pushed me out of the way and
slammed the door behind her.

I wandered into the kitchen, where Mom was
fussing with pork chops and mashed potatoes. Her black hair was
perfectly formed in a bowling ball shape about her head—the same
style she’d worn since I was a child.

“Did you get your homework done?” It was a
rote question. She didn’t care about my homework. She just liked to
ask because that’s what she felt she should do. As the Mom.

“Mom, it’s Friday night. Lighten up a
little, will you?”

“Don’t tell me what to— Here, set the table,
will you? I don’t want Jennie running off again without something
to eat. It takes me long enough to—” She panted a little, her hand
to her chest, as if she were exhausted.

“Settle down, she’ll be fine.” I leaned over
and kissed her on the cheek.

I cleared Jennie’s books from the table, and
her backpack from a chair and stashed them in a corner on the
floor. There was no need to prepare a place for Dad, because Friday
was his late night. He was a shrink (“No, Dallas, a psychiatrist. I
wish you’d get used to that,” his voice echoed in my head), who had
meetings with alcoholics and drug users.

“Hey, I got a call for you just a minute
ago, from a Ms. Da Silva,” Mom said. “She said there was no need
for you to rush off, she was sorry about that, and felt bad. Anna
wants you to come see her later.”

“Really?” In excitement, I about dropped the
dishes on the floor. At that moment, I knew I had a crush on that
girl. The image of me bleeding from the nose came back again. Live
life dangerously, right?

“Who is she, anyway? Do you have a new
girlfriend, Dallas?”

“New? I never had one before. You know
that.”

“Well, this Ms. Da Silva seems nice. Maybe
you should branch out and meet new friends.”

Jennie popped in, with her makeup on and a
hairbrush in her hand. “Mom, you know I don’t have time for
dinner.”

“We’re sitting down like a family, Jennie.
You’re not running off like you did before, or you’re doing dishes
for a week.”

“This sucks.”

“This sucks? Your mother slaves ALL DAY. You
should have seen the loads of laundry I did. All I want is some
time together. It will take you fifteen minutes.”

That’s how it was in my family. Chaos from
my younger sister, an unappreciated mom, and my alpha-dog father,
who was gone most of the time.

After we ate, and Jennie dashed out the
door, I helped Mom with the dishes. I saw a vagueness in her eyes
that I wasn’t really her son, because teenage sons weren’t supposed
to help their moms. They were supposed to complain, have messy
rooms (mine was fairly clean), and be involved with “friends” who
wanted to undermine humanity.

When we were finished, I hung up my
dishtowel and said, “I’ll catch you later, Mom. I’m going to see
Anna.”

“Who is she?”

“Just a girl I sit by in school. A troubled
girl, who punches people out.”

“A what?”

“Never mind. Just pray that I’ll be OK,” I
laughed.

“Punches people out?”

“You said yourself that Ms. Da Silva seemed
nice.”

She got a puzzled look on her face where her
eyebrows arched up and her cheeks went a little pale. “Just call if
you stay past ten. I think you’re the only one in the family who
cares about all the hard work I do around here.” She kissed me on
the cheek.

“I’ll see you later!” I hollered back as I
left by the kitchen door. It had six little windows at the top and
light green curtains: the perfect protection against serial killers
and mass-murdering postal workers.

I love walking in the twilight. My mind
relaxes and I see the pictures again. As old Mr. Gladwell mows his
lawn, I get flashes into his mind. He thinks of the football game
tonight, relaxing in his easy chair, eating peanuts and reading the
newspaper. He’s hoping his wife won’t ask him to take her to the
movies.

There was a note on Anna’s door:
Please use the bell. When I pushed it, a
red light flashed inside, which I saw through glazed windows at
either side of the door.

Anna flung open the door. She was dressed
like a cowgirl: a long-sleeved, red, snappy shirt with a black
scarf around her neck, Wrangler jeans, black cowboy boots, and one
of those belts with the big silver buckles.

Carmen followed closely behind, swiveled
Anna around so she could read her lips, and yelled, “You’re not
getting the revolver. You know the gun safety rules!”

That’s when I noticed an empty black gun
holster strapped beneath Anna’s left arm. I backed away,
desperately wanting to run again, but Carmen nabbed me by my jacket
and muttered, “Welcome, Dallas, come in.” She pulled me inside and
shut the door behind me. I was trapped.

With a furious look she said to me, “Just
because she bags an elk with a thirty-ot-six last fall, she thinks
she’s the cock of the roost. She likes the .357 Magnum because it’s
a revolver—she thinks it makes her look ‘cowboy.’ I can’t even get
her to use the .45 Auto.”

To Anna she said firmly: “The guns will stay
in the safe.”

Breathing heavily, struggling to calm down,
she continued, “You may now invite your friend.”

Anna signed to me. I had no idea what she
said.

“She’s inviting you to ride horses tomorrow.
And—” Carmen turned to Anna, “We’re not going to shoot the
guns!”

I felt like I was going to throw up right
there. My throat was tight. I glanced back at the door to plan
another getaway. Guns? Horses? I’d never even ridden a horse. And
what was this about shooting elk? If she shot elk, what else would
she shoot?

Anna grabbed my hand and pulled me to the
living room. She wrote words in her notebook and taught me to sign
them. Carmen brought in Cokes and popcorn.

Anna cuddled up beside me as we watched a
movie. Occasionally she paused it and taught me more signs. I can
dig this, I thought. She was an interesting, exciting girl.
Although I still had a little “low-level fear,” I looked forward to
riding horses with her.

They invited me over for breakfast the next
day: eggs, bacon, and waffles with homemade strawberry jam. I sat
with Anna at the table, which was covered with a red tablecloth. We
drank milk that was especially creamy. It’s from some dairy cows
at the ranch, Anna signed. Carmen interpreted for me, but I was
picking up sign language very quickly.

Everything happened so fast I felt dizzy.
Anna patted my hand calmly. Everything will be fine. For the
first time, I understood a complete sentence.

Carmen smiled and offered me more milk. I
signed, Thank you, but waved it away.

After breakfast, Anna led me to the living
room for a “Sign Language Lesson.” We sat on a brown leather couch.
She plopped her boots up on my lap and leaned back comfortably.
Watch me, she signed.

She wrote words in her notebook, signed
them, and had me repeat the signs. I noticed a hole in one of her
boots, big enough for me to put my finger through.

“What’s this?”

Bullet hole, she
wrote.

“What?” my mind went in overdrive. I knew
that sooner or later they would show me fields of dead bodies:
“This is Mr. Nelson, from last summer. He complained about the
milk. Over here is Sally Jo. She made a face at Anna in history
class.”

Anna must have seen the terror in my eyes
because she wrote, It’s nothing to worry about.
Just a misfire. No one got hurt. I wasn’t wearing them at the
time.

When Carmen was ready, she drove us to the
ranch in her Volvo. Anna and I sat in the back and practiced more
sign language. The road turned to gravel and opened up to wide
pastures full of cattle. We had to stop while a few of them crossed
the road. A man on a horse waved at Carmen.

The ranch was owned by Shane, who was
Carmen’s boyfriend. He not only worked the ranch, but sold real
estate with her as well.

In a huge barn that housed three tractors
and an area for horses, a Native American man, a Navajo named
Joseph, helped us saddle our horses. He was about fifty, with gray
hair in a single braid to the middle of his back and a beaded
headband about his forehead. He seemed to get a kick out of
watching Anna as she tried to tighten the belts on her saddle.

“She never can get them tight enough. Last
time the saddle fell off the horse—her with it. She got so mad when
I laughed at her!”

He was all smiles when he went to help her.
“It’s OK, Little Hawk,” he cooed.

Carmen stood next to me. “Little Hawk?” I
asked her.

“That’s the name Joseph gave Anna. If he
gives you a name, it means he really likes you.”

Carmen helped me adjust the saddle on a
black quarter horse named Caesar. She deftly balanced it and
tightened the belts beneath the horse’s belly. “I’m sorry about
last night—that argument I was having with Anna. She’s got to learn
that guns aren’t toys.”

She waited for the horse to breathe out
before she gave one last tug and cinched the belt tightly.

“I appreciate you letting me come today. But
I’ve never ridden a horse before.”

“I think you’ll do fine. We’re just walking
them anyway. Anna’s last friend couldn’t stay on very well—got
thrown off when we were racing across the field.”

“Bucked off?”

“I’m sure he’ll be walking again in a couple
of months. He’s responding very well to his physical therapy.” She
clicked her tongue a couple of times and led Caesar out of the
barn.

“Wait!” I put my arm out, trying to stop the
world. Trying to stop everything. Trying to stop this nonsense.
“You mean the guy can’t walk now?”

Carmen clung to Caesar’s neck. Little
snickering sounds came from her mouth. “It’s a joke. No one got
hurt. I made it up!” She chortled, her hands on her knees, bent
over, like it was the funniest thing she ever said.

“No, Dallas. You’ll be fine on the horse.
It’s a lot of fun.” Then her brow furrowed, and I saw sadness and
anger in her eyes, mixed up like a whirlpool. She whispered in my
ear, “The only thing you need to be afraid of is Anna.”

My stomach quivered. I used to believe
everything happened for a reason, but now I began to think some
things happened by accident. It was an accident that Anna invited
me to lunch. It was an accident that I sat by her in the first
place. It was an accident that I went to Pine River High.

I watched Joseph limp on his right leg. What
accident caused that? Could that be another of Anna’s misfires?

Carmen rode a brown and white pinto named
Aries. Anna’s horse was a sorrel pony named Blaze. She had rope
wrapped around the saddle horn. My horse was the tallest one—it
would sure hurt if I fell off. Why couldn’t they give me a little
pony?

We wove our way through hundreds of
cattle.

We do this every Saturday, when the
weather’s good, Anna signed.

“And when your homework is done,” added
Carmen.

Anna pointed at Carmen and signed,
Mean.

“I’m not mean. I’m the best aunt you’ve ever
had.”

My only aunt.

Suddenly Anna kicked her horse and it reared
up. I saw that she wore spurs. She took off on a dead run across
the field, her lasso circling her head.

“Darn her!” Carmen shouted.

Caesar started galloping. I clung to the
saddle horn desperately and pressed my face into the horse’s coarse
mane. I smelled dust and sweat and I thought: I can’t fall off. If
I fall off I’ll die!

Anna threw the lasso around the neck of a
calf. She jumped off her horse, tipped the calf upside down, and
wrapped the rope around three of its legs. Eight seconds!
she signed.

Carmen got off her horse and threw her hands
in the air as she walked angrily toward Anna. “This is just too
much. You know Shane doesn’t like us disturbing the cattle!”

Carmen stooped down and petted the calf’s
belly. “Not a bad job, though. OK, let it loose.”

Anna untied the calf and it got up and
stumbled away. I remembered one of the traits of a serial killer:
torturing animals. She looked cool, though, in her black hat,
leather chaps and boots.

Carmen made her take her spurs off. “You
can’t be mean to Blaze, honey.”

I got off my horse and held the reins to
Caesar and Aries. It was invigorating standing in the October sun
with a cool breeze on my face, amid the field of cattle that seemed
to stretch forever. I felt a sense of accomplishment—I had stayed
on the horse and I wasn’t dead yet. In fact, I felt more
alive than I had in a long time.

We followed a trail through some woods that
led to a creek. The horses’ hooves made a light clip through the
shallow water.

This is my magic canyon, Anna signed.
She pointed to red rock cliffs on either side of the stream. They
went in here and there like caves. Green vines clung to them, and
clear water dripped down. It was beautiful.

I got a hit on Anna’s feelings right then.
By that, I mean I felt exactly what she felt. It’s called
being empathic.

She felt peaceful and secure. I sensed that
her father took her here years ago. I got a flash of him: Black
hair to his shoulders. A tattoo on his left arm that said, “ANNA.”
About six feet tall. Muscular. His skin was dark, too. A voice in
my head said, “Brazilian.” The vision went away.

Carmen looked Brazilian, too, with a lovely
tan skin color that came from a continent away. Her black hair
flowed in a ponytail to her hips. She was about thirty, with dark
brown, piercing eyes that saw through me. I knew I could
never lie to her—ever.

Anna waved at me and woke me from my dream.
You OK?

It’s very pretty here, I signed
back.

Despite her unpredictability, I felt
comfortable around her. She was fun, active and so enthusiastic. I
wondered if there was any other reason she befriended me, aside
from the fact that I sat next to her at school.

While she trotted her pony ahead of us,
Carmen explained things to me.

“It’s her first year in public school.
You’re right—she wasn’t treated very nicely at the deaf school by
the other students.”

She stroked Arie’s mane and went, “Click,
click,” with her tongue. “She expects everyone to be mean, so she’s
looking for trouble. You don’t know how many times I’ve been in to
talk to the principal because of her fighting. I’m hoping she’ll
realize the other students aren’t rejecting her, and she’ll settle
down. You’re her only friend. It’s been so helpful to her to
realize that someone likes her.”

My heart turned all gooey then. I watched
the pretty girl ahead of me and believed once again that things
happen for a reason.

Later that night I lay in bed pondering
horses, signing and guns. As I dozed off, going from wakefulness to
that place where dreams occur, I heard a tap-tap-tap on my
window. My bedroom was in the corner of the house, in the back.
Jennie, Mom and Dad slept upstairs.

The clock said 2 AM. As my eyes adjusted to
the dark, I peered out my window. I saw Anna’s slim figure, draped
in a blanket.

I wondered, what trouble is happening
now?

I opened the window and drew the question
mark in the air.

Come out, she signed.

I hurriedly dressed, grabbed my jacket, and
slipped out the back door.

She stood like a statue in the moonlight—a
beautiful, Pocahontas statue. Like someone from another world.

I figured she couldn’t read my lips in the
darkness, so I continued to sign.

What are you doing here?

I couldn’t sleep.

It’s two in the morning.

You’re the only hearing boy who’s ever
signed to me.

I wrapped my arms around her tightly. My
life had been boring until now. I held a gun-slinging, horse-riding
princess in the chill of an October moon. The summer had died, but
everything seemed so alive again.

Don’t you think the moon is pretty?
she signed.

We sat on the stoop and I put my arm around
her.

Sometimes you just don’t need words.


Chapter 2: Monster Marion

 


My world turned upside down. Somehow, with
this love affair/fright affair that was roiling in my heart over my
princess, my power left me. I predicted everything wrong.

“Will we have a test today in Mr. Spencer’s
class?”

I said no.

But there was a test. Marion, the
leader of the gang, met me at my locker before lunch and called me
stupid freak boy. “I got an F because of you!”

She was a monster who stood a foot taller
than me. She kicked me in the leg and almost knocked me down. I
tap-danced around on one leg and clutched my shin, where it felt
like a bullet sliced me, when Anna walked up. She saw the whole
thing and was ready to attack Marion. I saw it all: Anna wouldn’t
just bloody Marion’s nose—she would break her nose, for my sake.
Then she would get expelled, and I would never see her again.

So I had to stop it. I welcomed Anna with
open arms and with a quick, smiley grimace, still wincing from the
pain I said, “We’re just playing around, Anna.”

She pounced on Marion’s back, but I held her
arms down so she couldn’t swing. I swear I heard her hissing like a
cat. I pulled her off.

Marion backed away with her arms up to
defend herself. “Who’s this, your little girlfriend who’s going to
protect you?”

Anna doubled up her fists and danced around
like she was ready to box. I pulled her by the arm and we stumbled
away. It was a war zone.

“I’m sorry, Marion, I just made a mistake!”
I shouted over my shoulder.

“Well, we’ve always counted on you!” she
retorted. “What’s going to happen now?”

How could I fall so low, so quickly?

What was that about? Anna asked.

“I messed up on a prediction. They’re going
to kill me now. The whole world will turn against me.”

Her tiny brown eyes got wide and she
chuckled, like she was watching a dog pee on an electric fence.
You’re so funny. Just don’t predict anymore. You don’t have to
talk to those people. She ran her hands through her hair,
flipping it back to straighten it.

As we walked to the lunchroom, I hopped a
bit because of the pain. “You’re going to have to stop hitting
people. If you hurt someone real bad, they’re going to expel
you.”

It was hamburger day. I got two, and some
fries, and we sat in a corner. Anna put her sack on the table.

Marion, Jill and Amber sat at a nearby table
and gave us dirty looks. Anna was oblivious to them. She nibbled a
turkey sandwich and opened her milk.

“Don’t you like to eat at all?”

It’s such a waste of time. I can’t seem to
gain a single pound. My stomach hurts most of the time.

“Well, I want you to promise me
something.”

What’s that, Cowboy?

“Don’t go hitting anyone. I’m afraid it
might be serious and they’ll kick you out of school.”

We should make a secret pact.

“What’s that?”

You protect me and I’ll protect you.

“How’s that supposed to happen? I can’t even
protect myself.”

I knew we were a topic of gossip among those
girls. Gossip is a living, breathing thing and can sometimes be
manipulated. The “Marion” crew had lost their fortune teller,
because I was going to take Anna’s advice and stay out of the
limelight.

I still had my intuition, though. Those
girls couldn’t figure out why Anna and I were together. They mulled
it over in their minds as they stared at us. Was I using her as a
bodyguard? Was I just being friendly to her because she sat by me
in class?

I felt their opinions molding and changing
as they watched us. I knew there was nothing better for such
superficial girls than a love affair. Maybe it was a love
affair between Anna and me. I lay awake nights thinking of her.

So while the Marion gang watched us out of
the corners of their eyes, I reached across the table and held
Anna’s hand. Anna reacted as if it were the most natural thing in
the world.

Their eyes widened as they stared. Marion
put two and two together: Anna not only protects me but “lookee
here”—we’re holding hands. This has to be love.

A love affair is delightful gossip. It
brightens up boring high school days and gives people something to
feed on.

That’s why when Anna was at my locker after
school and Marion walked by, I kissed Anna on the cheek. Anna
smiled and pulled me close.

I knew how Marion felt as she watched us.
That’s empathy once again, and in some cases it’s very close to
reading someone’s mind. I had put the gossip mechanism in motion.
As the leader of her little gang, Marion couldn’t wait to share
this new tidbit with her friends. I imagined her whispering to
them: “They’re a couple. They love each other. Don’t you think
that’s sweet? We ought to do something nice for them.”

The next day after school, when Anna was at
my locker and we were putting her books in my backpack, Marion
stopped to talk. Her bleach-blond hair spread out messily, like she
had just received an electric shock. Her bulky hands were poised
delicately, as if they were trying to portray kindness.

Anna went into defense mode: her legs spread
into a karate stance, and her body turned sideways, posed for
fighting. I signed, Calm down.

Marion handed me an invitation. “It’s for my
Halloween party. You’re both invited. Oh, I’m so sorry about
yesterday, Dallas. I hope you’ll accept my apology?”

I choked and bleated out, “Of course.”

I held the card, which was covered with
handmade drawings of witches, pumpkins and ghosts.

“Show up around eight. Wear costumes,
OK?”

Anna relaxed and held the invitation with
me. She ran her fingers across it like she never saw anything like
it. She signed, Thank you.

“She says thank you.”

For once I got a smile from Marion. “OK, you
two. I hope to see you there.”

Marion winked at me. She walked off down the
hall and waved goodbye over her shoulder.

I couldn’t help but feel some unrestrained
elation. I was no longer the freak of the school. I was just an
ordinary guy, with a girlfriend as well. I pulled Anna close and
hugged her. My turn to buy the Mountain Dew, she signed.

It was Friday night and everything was
wonderful. We walked along Evergreen Avenue and held hands like we
were meant to be together forever.

She pointed at the squirrels that ran along
the branches of the tall English walnut trees. I think they’re
my favorite animals. They don’t hurt anything.

She skipped along the sidewalk, hopping over
the cracks. I don’t know what I want to be for the party. Maybe
a witch?

“No, a witch is too common for a girl.
Besides, there’s going to be three other witches there,” I grinned,
thinking of the Marion crew.

She got the joke and jabbed me in the
shoulder. It hurt, but her smile took the pain away. She arched her
eyebrows like an elf and gleamed her white teeth when she
giggled.

“I know exactly what I want you to be.”

You’re telling me?

“Yes, princess, I’m telling you what costume
to wear. Ever since I saw you in the moonlight at my place that
night. You don’t know how beautiful you were.”

She stopped dead, like she had crashed into
an invisible wall. Beautiful?

She didn’t know that despite her
aggressiveness, she was probably the prettiest girl in the school.
“No one’s ever told you that?”

The October sun melted over us as we swung
our arms back and forth, and a chilly breeze foretold the coming of
winter. I skipped over the sidewalk cracks with her, thinking: step
on a crack, break your mother’s back.

Should I be a ballet dancer?

“Can’t tell you.”

A cowgirl?

“Nope.”

Suddenly she twirled around and kicked her
right leg up high—barely missing my head. I ducked quickly and fell
to the sidewalk, catching myself just before my face hit the
concrete. It’s amazing how the cracks seem so intricate when you’re
up close to them. My palms got a friction burn.

How about a Ninja Warrior? She
grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

Standing crookedly with my hands on my
knees, I panted breathlessly. “I’ll—tell you—wh-when we get to your
house,” I stuttered.

OK. She gave me a fake frown, and we
went back to swinging arms again.

When we got to her house she held the door
open for me and made the Welcome sign. Settling into a
kitchen chair, I leaned back as far as I could without tipping
over. I wanted a little risk in my life, and Anna was just the girl
to give it to me. Or was I just being crazy?

Carmen came in the kitchen door wearing a
navy blue business suit. She breathed heavily, and I saw that her
hair was a bit sweaty.

We got invited to a Halloween party.
Anna leaned forward excitedly as she signed.

Carmen sat her bag down on the floor and
fanned herself. “I’ve been running all day. How are you kids
doing?”

Anna slid the invitation across the table
for Carmen to read. Carmen picked it up carefully and opened it,
studying it thoroughly. I got the sense that Anna had never been
invited to anything before. My mind went: what a boring life
she must have had before me. No, wait! I’m just a nerd—a freak. But
that’s not true. What am I now, that I’m with her? My heart went
pitter-patter, half into romance and half into confusion.

“Next Friday, on Halloween?”

Dallas says he knows what costume I should
wear.

“That’s great, honey. Your first Halloween
at the new school.” She went to the fridge and poured herself some
iced tea from a pitcher. “So what should Anna be, Dallas?” She
sipped some of the tea.

I held Anna’s hand across the table. “She’ll
be a perfect princess. Pocahontas, to be exact. She’ll wear a
leather outfit, decorated with beads. Feathers in her hair.
Moccasins. She’ll be the prettiest one there.”

Anna blushed and lowered her head. Carmen
waved her hand about her face again and straightened her hair.
“Good. I’m glad you kids have it figured out. I’m going to take a
shower. Think of something for dinner, will you? Oh, Dallas, you’re
welcome to stay.”

Anna and I decided to make pizza, and while
she was kneading the dough I got behind her and tickled her ribs.
She threw pepperoni slices at me and I danced around with my fists
up, pretending to box. Bad idea. Pow! She punched me in the
nose. I fizzled into a chair while she got napkins for me. The
blood dripped down my chin.

She put her hand over her mouth and her eyes
got wide. She moved her fist in circular motions over her chest to
sign, Sorry, sorry!

Carmen came out of the shower in a white
robe, with a towel wrapped around her head. She glanced at the mess
on the floor and stared at me.

“Anna, that’s no way to treat a guest!”

Anna sat down beside me and dabbed at my
nose carefully. I’d never seen so much blood since I crashed my
bike in the fifth grade. She patted my head with pitiful, worrisome
eyes. Carmen gave me a damp cloth to wipe off the blood.

“It was totally an accident,” I said. “We
were just playing around.”

Carmen went to get dressed while Anna
cleaned up the mess on the floor. I stumbled to the bathroom and
washed up, thinking, my girlfriend is dangerous. But I also thought
myself less of a wimp.

When I came back, she pulled me close and
kissed me on the side of my head. She made the sorry sign
again. Forget it, I signed. I’m OK.

I hadn’t eaten homemade pizza in forever. We
put sausage, mushrooms, and tomatoes on it. Carmen dressed in
casual, slim jeans and a western style blue striped shirt. In the
middle of the meal Mom called on my cell and asked if I was ever
coming home.

“And when will we meet this Anna? She sounds
like a lovely girl. Oh, don’t keep your poor mother out of your
personal life. I get so moody—”

So after dinner Anna and I walked to my
house, our hands clasped together, swinging our arms. She pointed
at the moon, which was a large yellow orb as it crept over the
mountains. I tried to read her mind, but it was like little gusts
of wind that whipped in and out. I thought, who am I trying to kid?
Am I really psychic, or have I just been lucky, like a gambler on a
winning streak?

Fortunately, Mom was the only one home. She
had baked oatmeal and chocolate chip cookies, my favorite, and they
were just out of the oven. She sat us down and pampered us, feeding
us the cookies and milk. I think she was nervous because Anna was
the first girl I ever had over, and she was trying to make a good
impression.

I already filled her in about Anna being
deaf but she made the mistake of talking slowly, thinking that Anna
would read her lips better.

“How. Are. You?”

I told her to just talk naturally.

Anna jabbered in sign language about giving
me the bloody nose. I didn’t want Mom to know that, because she can
be a nervous wreck at the smallest thing. So I gave Anna the
quiet sign and added, Don’t tell her that—she’ll
freak. I told Mom she was saying thanks for the cookies.

“Well, you certainly are a pretty girl.”

Thank you.

I told Mom to sit down and join us, because
the past week I’d hardly been home. I knew she needed to get her
“family fix” or she’d wander around all mopey. We got the hang of
Mom asking a question, Anna signing back, and me interpreting. But
Mom went into her nodding routine. She nods her head up and down
like a robot with a blown microchip. Meanwhile, Anna picked the
chocolate chips out of her cookies and tossed them onto my
plate.

“You’re nodding again, Mom.”

She stopped, but started up again moments
later, like a CD with a scratch on it. Anna didn’t seem to
notice.

“Your dad’s in the therapy group again,” Mom
said to me. “He’s never home, Jennie’s never home, you’re never—
It’s all I can do to think we’re a family.”

I snuck the chocolate chips back on Anna’s
plate and she signed, Go away! Bad Dallas! She leaned back
in her chair, chuckling, her bright eyes flashing.

“She’s just adorable, Dallas.”

Anna got shy again and hung her head down. I
tickled her ribs and made her giggle.

“Well, there’s DVDs if you want, there’s
popcorn, hot chocolate, I just bought you some more Mountain Dew. .
.”

Thank you, Ms. Collier.

Mom was captivated as Anna fingerspelled
Collier.

“It’s just fascinating, this signing, simply
fascinating. Such a darling girl. Well, I better not keep you kids
any longer. I’m here for anything you need. Anything you need.”

She started nodding again. I touched her arm
and signed, Thank you. “That means thank you,” I said. She
smiled.

She took our plates and wandered off. Anna
and I made faces at one another. When Mom wasn’t looking, I pulled
Anna close and kissed her on the cheek. I wondered when I should
kiss her on the lips—was there a manual for that?

We sat on the big blue couch and it almost
sucked us in. We bumped heads. Anna elbowed me and knocked the
breath out of me. Feed me! Feed me! We need popcorn.

“We don’t even have a movie in yet.”

It doesn’t matter if we have a movie in
or not, as long as we have popcorn and Coke. Her index fingers
went up and down as she signed popcorn.

She was right—I never paid attention to
movies anyway. I got her in a headlock and she pummeled my ribs
with her fists. I made the “Peace” sign. She jumped off the couch
and pulled me up. Popcorn! Popcorn!

We went to the kitchen and I put a bag in
the microwave.

Dad walked in the kitchen door with his tie
loosened and his black suit coat thrown over his shoulder. He had
that worried expression, like he’d heard a thousand troubled
stories and didn’t know if he should believe any of them. But as
always he had that “just out of the salon” look, with his carefully
trimmed black beard and his styled hair.

“Hey, Dad.”

“And who’s this?” he said amiably.

“Anna. Anna, this is my dad.”

My dad, I signed, to remind Dad that
Anna was deaf. I had told him about her, but with all his comings
and goings I didn’t know if he remembered.

Happy to meet you, Dad signed. I had
no idea that he knew sign language.

Happy to meet you, too, Anna signed
back.

“I didn’t know that you knew sign language,
Dad.”

Enough to get by. He winked at Anna
and went upstairs.

Anna and I stuffed our faces with popcorn as
we watched an action movie. She insisted on feeding me the kernels
piece by piece until I swiped the bag from her and stashed it at my
side.

I put my arm around her and she leaned
against me. She smelled like jasmine.

Gradually, we both fell asleep. A couple of
hours later, when the cell phone in her pocket vibrated, she
flailed her arms about and hit me in the head. It was midnight, and
the DVD was back to the beginning.

It was a text from Carmen: Time to come
home.

As I walked Anna home, she told me ghost
stories.

There’s a rumor that a murder took place
in that house. She pointed at the Henderson house. Every
night after midnight the dead man’s ghost walks through the walls,
into the rooms. He tries to strangle the people as they
sleep!

She grabbed my neck and shook it. It must
have been fifty degrees out, but my palms were sweating. I glanced
at the house and thought I saw a shadowy figure in the window. I
remembered Carmen’s statement: “The only thing you need to be
afraid of is Anna.” Was that true? Or was that another one of
Carmen’s jokes?

If you’re walking home past midnight, the
ghost will come right out to the sidewalk and talk to you. He’ll
look just like a real person. The only way you can tell he’s a
ghost is that blood will drip from his eyes!

She jumped on my back. I dropped to the
grass and rolled over to shake her off. “You can’t fool me!”

She lay on her back, giggling, and held her
hands to her mouth.

“Are we just friends, or are you my
girlfriend?”
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