
        
            
                
            
        

    THE ELI DIARIES 
 
BOOK FIVE
 
THANKS FOR NOTHIN'
by
 
Shawn Hopkins



 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are either a work of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
 
 
Published by Amaris Media International
 
Copyright © 2017 Shawn Hopkins
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means without the written consent of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.







Chapter One
 
 
 
I vaulted Kennedy High into the playoffs with a seventy-seven-yard miracle touchdown in the last game of the regular season. Then we won our first-ever playoff game after Pete sent the league’s MVP off the field in a neck brace. If we win today, then we’ll be playing in the championship game one week from today on Thanksgiving morning. 
It’s third and seven, and we’re up by two with four minutes left in the fourth quarter. We’re on our own forty-two. We need this first down. Our starting cornerback left the game just before half, and his backup has surrendered three touchdowns since, allowing our opponents (whom the local paper predicted to win by forty) to come roaring back from a double-digit deficit. If we don’t score on this drive, or at least run down the clock, we’re going to lose. And that’s not pessimism, that’s reality.
Phil, our mediocre-at-best quarterback, slides me a look.
This is it, the play Coach drew up just for me after my touchdown two weeks ago. It had worked perfectly in practice all week, and though I only need seven yards to extend the drive, I know what I can do after the catch. Just ask my receiver coach—he’s on the sideline leaning against a crutch with a sprained ankle from trying to cover me in a drill the other day.
Lined up on the outside, I’m searching the stands for Nicole, the mysterious Jamaican girl that appeared in my class on Halloween—the girl I’m secretly in love with.
I need her to see this.
The play goes like this: trips right on the strong side, and I’m all alone on the weak side. Pete’s lined up as the single back, but he’s our fullback so he’s only there to block. Phil signals me into motion, and I run behind him, crossing over to the strong side. As soon as I get behind the other receivers, the center hikes the ball, and Pete falls into pass protection, picking up the rusher coming off the left edge, while the three receivers ahead of me take off down the field, pulling the d-backs with them and leaving me all alone in a nice little bubble in the flat. I catch the ball with at least five yards of space before the linebacker even gets close—more than enough room to impress Nicole. 
That’s how it’s drawn up.
There she is!
Third row up and four seats in. She’s…
Not looking! She’s talking to the person next to her!
That figures. Out of the three hundred people here, the only person not about to see me send Kennedy High to the championship game is the only person that needs to!
“Ready!” Phil calls out.
No! I’m not! She’s not!
I look up again. She’s still talking, hooking one of her braids up around her ear with her perfect, slender fingers.
C’mon! C’mon! Come on!
“Set!”
The line drops into a three-point stance.
She looks…straight at me.
I don’t know if she notices me looking at her over my facemask or not, but I feel the adrenaline of love filling my body so fast that I almost jump off-sides. Keeping the flock of butterflies in my chest from floating me away, I snap my eyes downfield, pretending to pick out a spot near the first-down marker. The corner reads my eyes and shifts, falling for my bluff.
Here we go, baby. The stars have aligned.
I spit in my gloves, rub them together and flex my fingers. Satisfied with the feel and sound of beautiful Grip Tack technology, I look back to Phil.
“Hut!” he screams.
Wait! What the heck is he doing?
“Hut!” He sinks his butt, spreads his hands beneath the center’s rear end.
Motion me, you idiot! Motion me!
“Hike!”
The ball’s snapped, Phil’s fading back, and I’m stranded on the wrong side of the field.
Crap!
Pete’s taking off out of the backfield somewhere, and I sprint diagonally for the first-down marker, the corner ready to jump my route and beat me there. So I take a big step toward the sideline, turning my hips and looking back over my left shoulder, overselling my move and leaving the cornerback salivating with thoughts of an interception. And that’s when I whip back around to the inside, using my still-planted foot to cut across the middle and run the prettiest dig route you’ve ever seen. The corner falls over, and I’m all alone streaking across the field.
It can still work. Just get me the ball! Nicole’s watching!
The ball comes out over the battling line like a drunken duck. Not only is it an ugly ball, but he’s led me too much! He’s gonna get me killed! But I don’t care. The knowledge of Nicole’s eyes on me makes me invincible. I’d run through a brick wall to catch this pass!
I extend my hands, willing my fingers to grow. The tips of my gloves make contact. It’s gonna be a catch that people talk about all year long, that Nicole will reference whenever she hears my name or sees me. She’ll know who I am after this.
There’s an enormous, polycarbonate crunch!
Fireworks explode in my head as the world spins away from me, and I forever fall to the grass and go to sleep.
When I open my eyes seconds later (though a year could’ve passed for all I know), I’m on my back and my crotch is dead. It’s completely and totally destroyed. Annihilated. In all the world, there’s no pain like it, and I’m trying as hard as I can to keep the tears from rolling down my face. I manage to roll onto my side, and then get up on all fours. I think one of my testicles is lodged in my throat, because I can’t breathe. I can’t even open my eyes. If I could, I’m sure I’d find blood squirting out of my knee pads, my pants red instead of white. But all I can think about (besides dying), is that she’s watching.
She’s watching. She sees you. Get up! Shake it off!
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I was ruled a defenseless receiver, drew a flag, and gave us fifteen for a first down. But noooo, the person that blew me up wasn’t on the other team.
It was Pete!
Apparently, he’d decided that, fullback or not, he’d take advantage of the broken play and try to go out for a pass. And, for some other reason, when he went for the same ball I was going for, he decided that he’d jump like a leaping ballerina, thrusting his knee out in front of him as he sailed through the air toward my crotch.
“You okay?” I hear him ask. He sounds miles away.
And that’s when I realize I’m holding up the game, and that the focus of over six hundred eyeballs is squarely on me.
“Get me outta here, Peter.”
He reaches down, grabs me beneath my shoulder pads, and launches me up into the air like I’m a six-year-old girl. And then, instead of letting me down on my feet and helping me walk off the field, he carries me like I’m his bride over the threshold of our honeymoon suite, my knees pressed tight, my hands between my legs.
This is fantastic.
Once I’m kneeling on the sideline, the trainer patting my back and saying something I can’t hear, I risk a glance up into the stands. I just can’t help myself. And sure enough, Nicole is looking right at me…and laughing.
Perfect, Tommy.
As I said, we’d lose the game if we didn’t get a first down on that play. And, thanks to Phil’s crappy throw, my humiliating effort, and Pete’s over-eagerness to bully his way into a position that wasn’t his, I have to watch, with a bag of ice on my Johnson, as a last-minute field goal ends our season.
Now, if I can just convince Jude to swing by a bridge.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
Pete is pissed about losing the game. He hasn’t said much since walking off the field, and I know it’s gonna take him a while to come around. He eats and sleeps football, and now that it’s over (especially ending the way that it did), he’s having a problem with letting it go.
“You weren’t wearing a cup, huh?” Jude asks, shaking his head behind the steering wheel. “So much for the kiddos.”
“Shut up, Jude,” I reply. Maggie’s sitting next to me, and this is the last thing I want to be talking about in front of a girl—any girl.
“Guess James and Matt are really gonna have a leg up on you now that the continuation of the family name is all on them,” Pete says from the other side of Maggie. Ah, there he is.


Jude honks the horn, pretending a ba-dum-tss! after Pete’s joke, and they’re all laughing at me.
James is my older brother. He’s away at college, traveling the yellow-brick road of academic elitism and basking in the glorious light of parental pride. Matt is my twin brother. He attends some college prep school half an hour away. I don’t remember what it’s called, some fancy Latin name or something. Supposedly, it was recognized by Wall Street Journal and Forbes last year. So yeah, if one of the twins is going to succeed on this spinning rock, all bets are on him—Mr. Potential. Voted most likely to succeed, valedictorian, highest SAT scores in the county, extrovert with a politician’s charming smile…you get the picture. In fact, people have since resorted to calling me “The Twin.” We’re not even identical twins, so I can only assume that what they’re really saying is, “It’s the other one…that kid that came out of the womb with Matt.” Now, I don’t really think of myself as being all that smart, but I apparently am. At least according to my teachers. “If only you’d apply yourself,” they all say. I had one teacher tell me I had the makings of a poet in me, another even using the word “intellectual.” Whatever, man. I am who I am. Anyway, Pete and Jude aren’t even aware of all my family angst, so I just shake it off, knowing they don’t mean anything by their ribbing.
But Eli turns in the front seat and looks back at me with his piercing eyes, digging into my mind with that psychic shovel of his. I’m not a huge fan of that shovel, but I gotta say that whatever he may unearth, you can’t help but feel he’ll strap it to his own back, bearing the secret burden along with you. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but there’s this atmosphere of acceptance that Eli emanates that tells me there ain’t nothing he can find in me that would affect our friendship. With that said, I’m not about to show him my diary (I don’t actually have a diary).
I look out the window, breaking connection with the eye shovels.
“Hey,” Maggie says, placing a hand on my knee.
Because she’s hot (no one would deny her that), and her reputation is what it is, her body touching mine has a lot of unintended consequences. At least I’m assuming they’re unintended. I don’t think she’s trying to seduce me with a calculated hand placement, so I try to keep all those sudden, incidental thoughts locked away as I look over at her.
Her eyes twinkle under the passing streetlamps. “I’m sure Nicole didn’t want kids, anyway,” she says as straight-faced as she can manage.
And then the whole car bursts into laughter.
I’m stunned. Not that Maggie would make such a joke (she’s been feeling more and more like one of the guys lately—despite her, well, you know), but that she knows!
She must’ve seen the color leave my face, because she whispers in my ear, “You think it’s a secret?”
Right away, I’m trying to determine how it could be anything but a secret. How can she know? And are the guys laughing because they know, too? Or are they just laughing because being with Nicole is part of the joke? But they don’t know anything about Nicole.
“I won’t tell,” she adds.
Relief floods through me, her words confirming that she alone is guardian of this sacred knowledge. I offer her a subtle nod of thanksgiving. Guess I’ll have to talk to her about this later, see what tells are revealing my hand (or in this case, my heart).
But then Eli turns back and nods too, and I can see his eyes shaking the dirt off their shovels.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
Jude whips the car into the parking spot like he’s James Bond showing up at Casino Royale. He thinks it’s so cool. I think it’s embarrassing.
We get out of the car and march up the long drive, passing couples that are making out in the shrubbery.
“Uh oh,” Pete says. “Incoming.”
Martha is marching down the driveway toward us, dragging Lazarus behind her. She’s saying something like, “I can’t believe you didn’t think I’d find out! What were you thinking getting into that death trap of a car? Is that boy even old enough to drive? And do you know what goes on at these kinds of parties? Well, I’ll tell you! Sin and more sin, Lazarus Valdez!”
As she passes, judgement lasers shoot out of her eyes at us, and I think she would’ve turned us to ash if it was within her power to do so.
“Hey, Martha,” Jude says with a salute.
She answers him with a look of disgust.
Eli turns and congratulates Lazarus on a good season. He’s always encouraging people, even when they don’t really deserve it. Laz hardly even played a down all year.
“Thanks, Eli! See ya!” he calls back as his sister yanks him around the bend and they disappear.
“Man, that chick needs to r-e-l-a-x,” Pete says.
Maggie offers a stronger suggestion.
We walk around the fountain at the top of the driveway, some nymph shooting water out its mouth, and finally reach the marble steps leading up to the house. A group of guys is leaning against the house, beer bottles in hand, the light of their phones illuminating their faces as they laugh and whistle at whatever they’re looking at. I don’t recognize any of them and figure they’re probably from the community college. Phil’s always looking for an in with that crowd.
As we walk past them, Maggie attracts their attention, and now they’re looking at her the same way they were just looking at the pictures on their phones.
Eli walks up beside her, blocking her from their view. “Hello,” he says to them.
They exchange a glance with each other and then burst out laughing, one of them spitting beer all over the side of the house.
Pete takes a step toward them, but Eli puts a hand on his shoulder. “C’mon,” he says. Then he looks back to the jeering perverts. “Nice to meet you.”
This stops their laughter. “Yeah, whatever…retard.”
Eli just smiles, and then motions for me to knock on the door. After all, it’s supposed to be a football party.
I knock but don’t wait for a response. I push the door open and step onto the scene.
And what a scene it is.
My father’s voice comes back to me.
You want to waste your time playing stupid games and going to useless parties? Fine. Knock yourself out. But don’t you dare go and get yourself into trouble. You may not be thinking about your future, but I’m not going to let your wild oats go flushing it down the crapper. So, at the first sign of trouble, you’re out of Kennedy and into boarding school, ROTC, Boy Scouts, the works. Mark my words, Twin (okay, he hadn’t actually said that, but that’s what I heard), these high school parties are nothing but trouble. Nothing good ever comes of them, just trouble…
And now here I am, walking into a situation that is probably going to earn a visit from local law enforcement before the end of the night. I’ll be spending my Thanksgiving break packing for sure. I’m about to turn to Eli, to suggest that we follow Martha’s wake, when I spot her.
Nicole.
Suddenly, the embarrassment of the game and all other concerns, dissolve at the sight of her.
I walk into the fray. 





Chapter Four
 
 
 
A wild wave of panic tosses me onto the shores of consciousness, and I open my eyes. Blinking, the world refuses to focus. My head is pounding in-sync with the blasting alarm clock, and I reach over and crush the thing, plunging my room back into silence and letting the tide return me to the peaceful depths of sleep.
But just as I start to drift off again, a stronger surge of panic zaps me wide awake.
I sit up, my chest heaving, a single thought stuck on repeat.
Oh, no.
Over and over again, the record skips. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no. And then, in dreamlike fashion, it grows legs and starts spinning web all over my brain.
It was only a dream.


No, it was real.
What was real?
The thing that happened.


What thing that happened?
Last night.


What happened last night?
It was bad.


What?
You can’t remember?


No, I can’t remember…anything.
Nothing?


And it’s true. I can’t remember anything after walking into Phil’s house…and seeing Nicole.
My head throbs, and I think back to Pete crushing me over the middle. Yeah, my attention had been on the blaze in my balls, but I remember the smack of our helmets too. Maybe I got a concussion…
Maybe it’s something else. Maybe you’re dying.


Okay, sometimes my healthy skepticism can get a little carried away. Sometimes, there’s this other voice that comes in and takes things a little too far, trying to spoon-feed me a big dose of depression. But I can usually discern this voice from my own (even though others will try and convince me they’re the same—which I refute).
I look at the clock.
What day is it?


The cobwebs are thick, and I can’t break through them.
A buzzing noise from the floor. My phone.
Where is it?


After digging through scattered clothes, I find it in the front pocket of the jeans I was wearing last night. It’s a text. There’s no name associated with the message, just the number it was sent from. My eyes won’t focus on the words, they’re blurred and dancing. My head is killing me. I bring the phone so close that it’s almost touching my nose, my eyes crossed. I squint, close one eye, and exercise all kinds of bizarre facial expressions while trying to make sense of the words.
TTHHAHAN N TK K YY O UUUO FFO R OORR—
I close my eyes, press a thumb and forefinger into them. Why does my head hurt so bad? I try again.
THAN KYOU OUYKN AHT ROFFOR—
I give up, toss the phone onto my bed and stumble into the hallway, heading for the bathroom.
The hot water clears the fog in my head, but does not alleviate the pain. I try to recall last night, what happened, how I got home. Nothing. I assume Jude dropped me off, but…
The panic again.
What did you do?
Nothing.
If you can’t remember, how can you be so sure?


I shut the water off, wrap myself in a towel, and walk to the mirror.
“Holy crap!” I shout.
I wipe the mirror, leaving swathes of rainbow streaks in the hazed glass. I watch my reflection reach up to my head and probe a large, red mass sitting between my eyes. Pain shoots through my head when mirror-me makes contact with it.
“You gotta be kiddin me,” I mumble. The stupid football helmet always makes my forehead break out, but this? This is a discovery that could make National Geographic. A new volcano. Right between my eyes. I would’ve cried had I not been accustomed to the universe’s ongoing plot against me, always setting me up just to tear me down. You know that saying, the bigger they are the harder they fall? Well, I think the same can be said of happiness. It’s like jumping off a diving board into an empty pool. The higher the board, the more exhilarating and awesome the jump. But then there’s that concrete finish.
Dad says that I’m a pessimist (but he’s one of the people that doesn’t understand the difference between skepticism and pessimism), and that my bitter outlook on life acts as a sort of negative placebo, my life a self-fulfilling prophecy of bad fortune. Maybe he’s right. Maybe this mountain was launched from the depths of pessimism, a physical reaction to an emotional state experienced while I slept. I did hear that laughter can heal things. But even so, don’t tell me that if I were a happier person, seeing everything as sunshine and rainbows, that the world would just fall into my lap. Because I’ve been happy, hopeful, and expectant before.
Like when I was about to finish first in my cross-country meet last season. I was twenty yards from the finish line and thinking about where to put the trophy, my room completely rearranged to compensate for its glory. At least five seconds ahead of the next guy, I couldn’t lose. I think I even smiled. And that’s when Mr. Universe thrust his invisible hand into my wheels, and I landed on my face. He even winked at me and said, “Not so fast, son.”
So yeah, don’t tell me that positive thinking and good feelings would’ve kept Mount Ararat off my head today. In fact… I think I can see the Ark.
I squint, which makes the volcano rumble, and peer closer into the mirror. Yup. There’s Noah. He’s waving to me.
You know God’s against you when Noah shows up riding a pimple between your eyes the day after being humiliated in front of the whole school (and more specifically the girl you love).
I walk back to my room, passing Matt in the hallway. I keep my head down, averting my third eye.
“Hey, you okay?” he asks.
I stop, my hand on the doorknob, but don’t look up. “Why?”
“You got in late last night. Dad was worried.”
I waited to see if he’d offer any more information, but he didn’t. “I’m fine.”
“Tough break at the game. How’s your—”
I shut the door on him. I feel bad when I do stuff like that. It’s not his fault I’m “The Twin.” In fact, as far as brothers go, he’s been pretty good to me. Eli suggested that I cut him some slack. He’s probably right.
I throw on some boxer-briefs and then resurrect the jeans from yesterday off the floor. I give them the ol’ smell test. They pass, and I pull them on.
What the…


The right leg is split up the backside, from calf to butt.
How did that happen?


A tremor of panic.
I pick my phone up off the bed and check the date. Okay, it is the day after yesterday, so that’s good. I look at the text again, this time my eyes having no problems with it.
THANK YOU FOR WHAT YOU DID
It was from a number I don’t have in my phone. I’m so confused. I kick the jeans off and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging on the wall behind me, noticing something on my leg. Turning, I look back to see a long, red line where the rip in my jeans was.
My phone vibrates again just as there’s a knock on my door.
“Tommy,” my mom calls.
“Yeah?”
“Do you want cereal or eggs?”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Cereal or eggs?” she repeats.
Sigh. “Eggs, please.”
“Bacon or—”
“Bacon.”
Silence.
And then, muffled through the door, “You were out pretty late last night.”
“Is that a question?”
“You were at Phil’s the whole time?”
“Of course.” Right?


“Okay, well, hurry up. You have twenty minutes.”
“I’m on it,” I mumble, bringing up my new text.
WHAT THE HELL DUDE
It was from Phil.
I typed back, WHAT ARE YOU—
And stopped. I needed to find out what happened before talking to anyone. 
Another text. Number blocked.
U R DEAD
A whirlwind of panic, but it’s not enough to loosen the buttoned-down hatches of my memory. What did it mean? Am I dead? Is this some message from the Universe, letting me in the afterlife know? Is that why I can’t remember anything, because I died? I shake my head and decide to go with a simpler explanation, perceiving it as a threat from someone I must’ve offended instead.
 
I didn’t notice myself getting dressed or sliding eggs down my throat. It wasn’t until my father dropped the morning paper on the table beside me and sitting down with his coffee that I was finally stirred from my stupor. At least enough so to spot Noah dancing in the twisting steam of dad’s dark roast. He’s doing the hokey-pokey and giving me the finger.
My dad, Alfonso (Alf to his friends, Alfie to my mom), opens the paper like he does every morning, and starts complaining about politics, of what this party is doing and what that party isn’t doing. My father thinks of himself as a concerned citizen. I think he’s going to have an aneurism in his newspaper one day.
He pauses, folds down the top of the paper wall, his eyes staring at me over the edge. “Where were you last night?”
“Phil’s,” I say.
His eyes go to the mountain, and he stares so long I think he’s spotted Noah.
“You got in past your curfew.”
I don’t respond, just eat bacon.
“Get your homework done?”
“Yeah.”
“Anything else you want to tell me?”
I can think of a hundred things that I want to say, all of which will get me a backhanded off my chair. And yet, why would he ask that? “No…”
The wall of words rises, and his eyes again disappear back into the end of days.
I finish eating and run back to my room to grab my schoolbag.
“You sure you’re okay?”
I spin around to find Matt leaning on the doorframe. “Yeah. Why?”
He shrugs. “You were missing a shoe when you came in last night.”
What? I look around the room for my shoes. I spot one, but…
He takes one step into my room after stealing a glance down the hall. Lowering his voice, he says, “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”
I hate when he plays the older brother. He’s literally minutes older than me. But I guess that’s all the time the Universe needs to ruin your life. “Sure.”
“Alright. Have a good one.” He leaves the room and I hear a car pull up outside, the front door opening and closing. He’s off to his fancy school where my parents are paying to make him better than me.
“Hey, Twin! Is Jude picking you up?” my dad asks from the kitchen.
I’m assuming he is. “Yeah!” I holler back.
“Alright. See you later!”
“Yeah, ciao,” I whisper absentmindedly as I look for my other shoe. 
I look under the bed and find…a wallet. I grab it, look it over, and slip it in my back pocket for later. I step into an old pair of sandals.
Waving goodbye to mom, I hurry out the door and take up my position at the end of the driveway. As I wait for Jude, I pull out the wallet and crack it open. No ID. Fifty-seven dollars. A bunch of credit cards, all with different names. A condom.
Panic.
“What the heck, man?” I look around the neighborhood. “Dude…” I close the wallet and stick it in my book bag. I can’t wait to talk to Jude. Pete. Even Eli. Someone that can tell me what the heck happened last night.
The morning sun hurts my head, so I whip out my Raiders cap and pull it down low over my eyes, blocking the sun and concealing Noah and his ark from the rest of Ventura.
But Jude never shows up.
I text him but get no response.
A steady drum roll of anxiety now.
I call Pete.
No answer.
I half expect a car to come whipping around the corner with some bad bandito leaning out the window and pulling the trigger on his gold-plated .45s.
U R DEAD
I pull my backpack up over my shoulder, take a peek at the house to make sure mom isn’t watching me through a window, and start walking.
I’m gonna be late for school.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
It’s a half-hour walk to school, and I use every second of it thinking about the mystery girl in what has suddenly become my mystery life.
Nicole…
Dark and beautiful, her hair a braided tapestry down her back. I don’t know where she came from or how she ended up in Ventura, just that her Jamaican accent is music to my ears. 
Anyway, she was there last night, which strikes me as odd because, stepping out of heaven on Halloween, she doesn’t really have any friends that I know of. Certainly not any that would’ve been at Phil’s. But then I remember those dudes I’d never seen before leaning against the house. It was supposed to be a football party, and sure there’d be the outer rings of friends that would show up too, but—
I can’t remember!


I pull out my phone, skip over the three bizarre texts, and see if there are any others from last night.
Pete: WHERE R U
Pete: CALL
Jude: I CANT BELIEVE IT
Maggie: CALL ME
Eleven missed calls from Pete, Jude, Maggie, Phil, and the number that thanked me this morning. The calls all came between 10 PM and 11:13 PM. I wonder just what time I did get home last night. And why no one could find me.
The morning breeze off the ocean tries to talk my headache into surrendering, but it’s going to take more than a nice feeling to win that war. I stare down at my toes as they traverse the cracks in the sidewalk, thinking I should’ve grabbed my sunglasses. But then I realize my whole body actually aches. Which is strange because I only got hit a few times in the game.
I still can’t believe the football season climaxed the way it did (anti-climaxed, actually), with Pete wiping out my progeny. But at least the practices would be over now, which meant more time to hang with Eli and the others. Assuming, of course, that I hadn’t robbed a bank or something last night.
Whatever. My inquiries run out of road and have nowhere else to go. Only thing to do now is to wait, so I swing my backpack around, pull out my Bluetooth headphones, get Spotify going on my phone, and put the rest of my journey to a OneRepublic score.
Turning down a street that pulls the hills up over the horizon like a pair of pants, I look up at the cloudless sky and wonder what this Friday will bring, what Mr. Universe and his quantum armies of doom might have up their sleeves today. 





Chapter Six
 
 
 
I actually make it to school before the bell, and hurry down the hall, bypassing my locker and heading straight for homeroom. The bell rings just as I slip through the door. Relieved that I don’t have to deal with a tardy on top of everything else that’s going on (whatever it is), I go to drop my sore body into the seat, but stop when I see a shoe sitting on it.
My missing shoe.
I swing my eyes around the room real quick, looking for any conspirators who might be struggling to maintain their composure. But everyone is in their own world, dealing with their own issues. I pick up my shoe and sit. There’s a folded piece of notebook paper stuffed inside, and I discretely extract it. It crinkles as I unfold it.
My heart stops beating.
 
Meet me at the beach after school. By Eli’s shop.
 —Nicole
 
I don’t know how long I was dead for, but I was brought back to life by Ms. Laney calling my name. I folded the piece of paper and looked up. “Huh?” Please don’t make me take off my hat! Please don’t make me take off my hat!


“What about you?” she asks.
I stare at her. And Blink.
She sighs the sigh that teachers have been sighing since the beginning of teaching—that exhausted expression born from having to constantly repeat one’s self. “Like I said, it’s important that we’re thankful for the good things in our lives. And so, we’re going around the room and thinking of something we’re thankful for.”
“Okay…”
“So, Tommy, what is something that you’re thankful for?”
I’m not in the mood for this. “Why is it important to be thankful for something?”
Now she blinks. “Excuse me?”
“Yesterday, we learned in Mr. Yoder’s class that life is just a random, pointless accident. So, if there is no rhyme or reason to why any of us our here, if life itself is just dust in the wind, then why do we need to be thankful for something?”
She folds her hands on her desk and stares at me. “Do you feel pointless, Tommy?”
Unable to control myself, I laugh out loud.
“You think it’s funny?” she asks.
“I think it’s ridiculous that you teach us we’re nothing, then refer us to counseling when we start to believe it. You don’t want us to believe there’s a God, but you want us to live like there is. You want us to believe we’re all the pointless product of chance, but you don’t want us to live like we believe it. So I guess I don’t understand why the issue is pressed so hard.” I scratch an imaginary itch on the back of my neck. “It’s all very confusing, Ms. Laney.”
“I think you should see me after the bell, Tommy.”
“Sure.” At least she didn’t ask me to take off my hat.


“Oh, and Tommy, would you please remove your cap?”





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
I haven’t seen Eli, Jude, or Pete yet, and I’ve only just now spotted Maggie in the lunch line. I send out another text to them, wondering why they’re not writing back and why they aren’t at school today. My phone’s going to die soon, though. I didn’t plug it in last night and it’s barely holding on to life in the red.
Nicole is sitting at a table on the other side of the room and talking with a couple girls. Did she really write the note? Did she have my shoe? If so, she’s not going out of her way to let me know. She hasn’t even glanced my way.
Maggie sits down across from me with her tray of food.
“Aren’t eating?” she asks, noting the empty space in front of me.
“Nah. My head hurts too much.”
“Maybe that’s why you should eat.”
“Maybe.”
“You didn’t call me,” she says picking at some fries.
“I didn’t get your message until this morning.”
“So what happened?”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
“After you left.”
“After I left…”
“The party, dufus.”
“I left the party?”
She offers a look of impatience.
“Seriously, Maggie, I don’t remember anything about last night.”
Now she frowns. “Shut up.”
“Honestly. I remember walking through the front door,” I lower my voice, “and seeing Nicole.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“Have you talked to anyone?”
“No one is answering me. Do you know why Eli, Pete, and Jude aren’t in school today?”
“Yeah. They wanted to hang out with Eli.”
I shake my head. “What do you mean?”
“Eli spent the night in the hospital, they wanted to be with him when he woke up.”
“What?” I leaned forward, my mind suddenly on an amusement park swing ride and my headache growing. “What happened?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. They aren’t writing me back either.”
I close my eyes. “You said I left the party? When?”
“I don’t know. About ten-ish.”
“By myself?”
“Noooo.” She smiles.
“What?”
“You left with Nicole.”
I almost fall off the bench.
She shakes her head. “You don’t remember?”
“Nooooo.”
She turns and looks at Nicole, then back at me. “Maybe you should go ask her what happened.”
I show her the note I found in my missing shoe.
“You left your shoe with her?”
I shrug.
“Okay, Cinderella. Let’s take it from the top. Tell me about your morning.”
So I told her about the texts, the rip in my jeans, my family asking if I was okay, and the wallet with the credit cards and condom. Oh, and then I took off my hat and introduced her to Noah.
“Ouch,” she says. And then she asks for my phone.
I hand it over and watch her go straight to my pictures and videos.
“Well, would you look at that,” she whispers.
“What?”
She turns the phone around so I can see it.
Nicole is staring at me through my own phone, flashing a smile that makes my heart skip a beat, her finger in the process of hooking one of her braids behind her ear.
“You took this?” Maggie asks.
“I…” Have no idea.
“I think you should go to the nurse’s office after lunch, Tommy.”
“Why, so she can diagnose me with pimple cancer?”
“I’m serious. You have a headache and can’t remember anything. Either you took something that you should probably know about, or you got hit in the head last night. Or maybe during the game yesterday. Which, by the way, sucked. Can’t believe the season ended that way. How’s your…” She trails off.
“I’m fine.”
She smiles. “Oh, good.”
I’m not really sure what she means by that, so I ignore it, looking instead throughout the rest of the cafeteria. I see some of my teammates now scattered throughout the room. Season’s over, so acquaintances with those on the field are quickly replaced by actual friendships again, the bond of gridiron brotherhood that seemed so strong quickly fading into simple waves and half-nods in the hallways as the basketball, baseball, and soccer seasons resurrect other brotherhoods, football forgotten until next August.
Maggie’s looking at another picture now. It’s me and Nicole. My arm is around her shoulder, and I’m taking the picture, my outstretched arm in the foreground.
“Looks like you had a good time. You get lucky?” She winks.
“Are there any more?”
She swipes the picture away, and another one comes up. This one was obviously taken in a bedroom, Nicole sitting on the edge of the bed. I can tell it’s a guy’s room by the bland colors and the posters on the wall. Either that or it belongs to a lesbian who’s into swimsuit models. “You did get lucky…”
I think of the text from the unknown number. No… I get up and swing around the side of the table, sliding in next to her. I take the phone from her hands and spread my fingers against the screen, zooming in. Then I move the image to the background and center on a trophy sitting on a shelf—a silver basketball. Phil’s name is on it, congratulating him on 1,000 points scored. Phil’s no Drew Brees, but he’s an outstanding point guard. “This is Phil’s room,” I say, pointing to the trophy.
“Who’s that?” she asks, shrinking the picture back to its original dimensions and pointing to what looks like an arm in the corner of the shot.
I thought it was my arm, but then realize the angles are all wrong. It can’t be me. It’s someone else standing in the room, off to the side of the bed, between me and Nicole (assuming I’m the one that took the picture). There’s the slightest hint of color radiating off the flesh-tone near the bottom of the frame. Maggie blows it up, and we both know what it is. And who it belongs to.
It’s a hemp bracelet—Eli’s hemp bracelet.
“Let me see the wallet,” she says, putting the phone down.
I take it out of my backpack and hand it to her. She pulls out the credit cards and shuffles through them.
“Obviously stolen.” Then she pulls out the condom. “Mmm…not my brand.” She puts it back in. “You sure this isn’t yours?”
“Yeah, when I’m not getting kicked in the balls, I’m going around stealing credit cards.”
She picks up my phone again, pulls up the missed calls, and dials the number that sent the thank you text. She turns in her seat and stares at Nicole.
My heart is pounding, each beat a bassline thrummed in my head. A bead of sweat breaks out beneath my hairline. I can’t believe that I spent time with Nicole last night, though with no corresponding memories to go with the fact, I know not to jump to any conclusions. This could all be Pete and Jude, even Maggie, playing some trick on me. Or maybe Phil blames me for his botched play, and he’s orchestrated this whole thing as payback. Nah, he wouldn’t know about Nicole.
I watch from beneath the brim of my hat as Nicole reaches for her phone.
Thank you for what you did.


What the heck did I do?
But when she sees who’s calling, she doesn’t turn and look at me. Doesn’t even answer. Instead, she responds with a text.
ELIS SURF SHOP AFTER SCHOOL
I look up at Maggie, suddenly feeling like I’m in a spy movie. Next, I’ll find a key to a safety deposit box with a pistol and a dozen passports with my face on them, all their names matching the credit cards.
“What happened last night?” I ask Maggie. “What were you doing? Where were you?”
But she’s too busy watching a video on my phone. It’s a crazy video, the person holding the phone (again, I’m assuming it was me) running. I can see my shoe every once in a while. And then I see a bare foot. Streetlights, a swing set, muffled shouts, someone running ahead of me… And then my phone shuts off, the battery dead.
I’m so confused. “You said you saw me leave with Nicole around ten. But you don’t know what happened to Eli. Why not?” I grow suspicious. “How did you get home?”
She shrugs, averts her eyes.
“So you ended up leaving with someone else.” I almost ask if she even knows the person she left with, but manage to hold my tongue.
“I didn’t sleep with him,” she clarifies.
“Whatever. What was Eli doing when you left?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t with those guys when I saw you leave.”
“How’d you know Eli went to the hospital?”
“Jude sent me a text, in case I was counting on him for a ride home.”
Before I can ask another question, the bell rings.
“Go see the nurse,” she says, getting up. She hadn’t eaten more than a few fries. “Let me know if you hear anything. And good luck at the beach.” She winks at me and walks away.
As I stand, the world teeters crazily and I have to grip the edge of the table to keep from falling. After it passes, I see one of the lineman walking toward me.
“What a way to end the season, eh?” He shakes his head and keeps walking.
I head for the nurse.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
After pretending not to notice my third eye that had awakened during the night, Nurse Bennington combed through my hair with gloved fingers, searching for the source of my headache. Since I didn’t remember anything from last night, she wanted to rule out head trauma. Turns out, however, that I had a nice, big contusion across the back of my head.
“Looks like you hit your head on something. Or something hit your head,” she says, frowning.
“And now I have amnesia?”
She shrugs, removing her gloves one finger at a time. “Memory loss after a head injury isn’t uncommon. I’m going to recommend that you go to the doctors, have them check you out. In the meantime, I’ll give you these for the headache.”
She hands over a couple pills.
“I’ll call your parents, tell them you should see a doctor. Maybe you can get out early. Do you want to stay here in the meantime? Lay down?”
I think about it. I don’t want to leave early, because I have to meet Nicole at the beach right after school. But without my phone working, I don’t know how much more of last night’s mystery I’m going to be able to solve by attending my remaining classes. Nicole isn’t in any of them, and I’m pretty sure she’s not going to come up to me in the halls, not after the way she acted at lunch. “You don’t have to call my parents. They’re not home now, anyway. I wouldn’t mind lying down for a bit though.”
“Okay. I’ll write you a note to take home to them, and you can rest here as long as you want. I’ll let the office know.”
“Thanks.” I go to an empty bed, noticing Pilgrims and Native Americans chasing fat turkeys all over the walls. If the protestors my dad’s always talking about were to see them, they’d probably burn the school to the ground. I lie down, lace my fingers behind my head, and stare up at the ceiling. There are so many thoughts racing back and forth in my mind, all of them playing tag and chasing each other, that it only makes my head pound harder.
How did I end up with Nicole alone last night? Did anything happen between us? What did I do that she felt she needed to thank me for? What was Phil’s deal? Who wanted me dead? What happened to Eli? Whose wallet do I have? What happened to my head? And my jeans? The football season is over. Thanksgiving break starts after school today. Am I supposed to have a test in one of my classes today? Is my dad going to find out that something bad happened at the party and ship me off to boarding school, never to see Nicole or Eli again?
Nicole…
Figures I finally spend time with her and then can’t remember it. Sounds like something out of the Universe’s playbook alright—give him a taste of his dreams come true, and then wipe his memory of it.


It’s her face I’m thinking of, trying to imagine how our meeting on the beach might play out, when sleep comes and relieves me of all my troubles.





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
I love the ocean. Terrified of it, but there’s something tranquil and eternal about its reach to the horizon. That spot where sky and water meet always fills me with a sense of “the more” in the “there must be more” claim my soul always seems to whisper to me. Of course, if I listen to my teachers at Kennedy High, I don’t even have a soul.
No soul, eh?


That’s what they say.
Then what’s the point of everything they’re preaching? Of equality, freedom…rules, even?


What’s the point of anything?
Exactly.


For once, me and myself are on the same page.
I watch the water roll beneath the sky, the sun well on its way down to its shapeless bed, and push my bare feet beneath the warm sand. My headphones are pouring music into my ears.
I ended up sleeping until the last bell, Nurse Bennington waking me in time to join the mass exodus out of the building and into Thanksgiving break and to my rendezvous with my first true love.
And so here I am, waiting for her arrival. Eli’s shop is just over my shoulder, and I can see that it’s closed. It’s killing me not knowing what happened to him or how he’s doing. And I feel slightly guilty about coming here instead of getting to the hospital. Or at least home so I could charge my phone and make some inquiries.
A seagull glides across the water, its white feathers turned red-orange by the sinking sun.
“Hey.”
The sudden voice behind me makes me jump. “Holy—” I rip the headphones from my ears.
Nicole is standing there, and I can tell by the trail of footprints behind her that she’d chosen a direct route up my blindside. “Sorry,” she says, smiling.
“I think you just reduced my life expectancy.” Good one, Tommy. That’ll win her over.


She sits down beside me, bringing her knees up to her chest. The ocean breeze is whipping at our clothes, and I think I must be dreaming. In fact, I’m beginning to think this entire day has been one strange dream.
“You weren’t in any of your classes.”
“I spent the rest of the day sleeping in the nurse’s station.”
“Well, you have an assignment from Mr. Yoder.”
My eyebrows arch.
“We’re supposed to spend the week off thinking about what we’re thankful for and then write a report on it.”
“I was thankful for no homework.”
She smiles, then asks with a different tone, “Do you want to talk about it?”
My heart is racing, the world around me completely irrelevant (if it’s even still there). “Sure,” I say, not knowing what else to say.
“Eli’s your friend, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Have you heard anything?”
“Just that he spent the night in the hospital. My phone’s dead so I haven’t been able to find out anything else.”
She stares out into the fire-lit distance. “I hope he’s okay.”
I’m just looking for clues at this point. There’s no way I’m going to tell her that I don’t remember last night at all. At least not yet. Because if I tell her that, then she could just write off whatever happened between us, forget about it and move on. I’m not gonna give her that option. Last night has brought us here, together, and I want it to stay that way. “Me too.”
 She turns and looks at me, and I can see the sun reflected in her chestnut eyes. “Thank you.”
Before I can respond, she leans forward, lifts the brim of my hat, and kisses me.
I’m so shocked, so convinced that this is a dream, that I don’t know what to do. The kiss is on my lips, but it’s not a passionate kiss, not one intended to lead to other things. It’s nice, gentle, and intimate. And what has started out to be a most bizarre day, has just turned into the best day of my life.
When she pulls back, I see her eyes go to the volcano between mine. I don’t blame her. How could they not? It’s like there’s a big red troll standing there with a flashing, neon sign screaming, “Hey! Look at me!”
I throw my eyes to the sand and pull my hat back down, totally and utterly embarrassed and wanting to go from sprinting up and down the beach, to burying my head in the sand. My emotional life drives a pendulum.
“It’s from my football helmet,” I hear myself say. Great! Way to bring that up!


“Doesn’t bother me,” she responds.
“I guess, being black, you don’t get many…” Did you just say that? Please tell me that didn’t come out of your mouth! “I mean…” And I can feel my face grow as red as the setting sun.
But she just laughs and reaches for my hand.
If Cupid has a simple, heart-tipped bolt that he usually uses on people, then he just slugged me with a harpoon meant for a Blue Whale. I wasn’t sitting on sand anymore, but riding the clouds, the earth falling away beneath us, time standing still and reality itself taking on a whole new dimension.
I’m in LOVE. And for the first time, I know what love, real love, is. It’s not the self-love that only wants to sleep with her for what I’d get out of it, but the “walk the ends of the earth for you” self-sacrificing love that I’d heard rumors of but that people said only existed in the imagination of screenwriters. But they’re wrong. This love will die for the object of its affection, will do anything for her benefit, to make her happy. This love will wait until the end of time, not finding satisfaction in anyone else.
People are idiots.
“How’s your head?” she asks.
I rub where the nurse said the bruise was. “Hurts.”
“He hit you hard. I thought he might’ve split your skull.”
I manage to not say something cliché about having a hard head, but I really want to know who this “he” is that hit me, so I have to say something. “You got my shoe. Thanks.”
She smiles. “You ran right out of it.”
I did? “Are you okay?” I’m totally fishing now.
She looks down at her hands, starts playing with a seashell she’d picked up. “I’ll be okay. It’s Eli I’m worried about.”
“Do you want to go see him? We can go together.”
Her eyes shoot up at me, a rim of fire igniting around her pupils. “Are you serious?”
I don’t know what else to do, so I just shrug.
“You think he wants to see me? After what I did? After what we did?”
There’s an earthquake in my gut, and all the good that just made this the best day of my life falls into an open fissure, sucked away into a great void, like Emperor Palpatene being tossed down the center shaft of the Death Star. I wonder what the price tag on that kiss might’ve been. And if I can afford it. “You don’t know Eli. He’s not one to—”
“Hold a grudge? Really? So he won’t mind that we just left him there? That we ran?”
A flash of recognition breaks through the frontlines of my injury, and I see him facing a line of silhouettes, headlights shining behind them.
I rub my temples, trying to remember.
She squeezes my hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of that to happen, to bring you into it.”
“Into what?” I had to ask. Now that a puzzle piece has finally dropped, I can’t hold out anymore. “Who invited you to the party?”
She looked at me, confused. “Some college girl from the neighborhood that I guess knows Phil. Why?” 
Okay, so that was a miss. “Never mind.”
Her eyes fill with the water that embraces the horizon. “I enjoyed our time together, and I can’t thank you enough for saving me. But I understand if you don’t want anything to do with me now. I mean, Eli may forgive you, but he doesn’t know me, and I don’t want to come between you two…”
“I’m telling you, I have seen Eli forgive people that…let’s just say, if I were on a rollercoaster with them, I’d unfasten their seatbelt.”
Her face holds mine in puzzled curiosity.
“Oh, yeah,” I continue, “one of those upside-down rollercoasters.” I use hand motions to show a person falling out of an upside-down ride, throwing in a whispered scream for effect.
She laughs, but then shakes her head again. “No one would forgive me for what I did.”
“Eli’s not ‘nobody.’ He’s about as strange a dude as you’ll ever meet. He loves everyone.” And suddenly, that realization takes on a new meaning because of her. He does love everyone, and with that selfless love I’ve just been awakened to.
“He loves everyone, huh?” She shakes her head, examines me more closely. “You two aren’t…”
“What? No! How could you think that…after last night?” I totally threw that ending in there at the last second, taking another shot at an assumption.
She looks confused, and more hope slips into the fires of Gondor.
“It’s just that…well, I thought we connected, ya know?” I say, wondering if I should be reinterpreting the kiss we just shared. Maybe where she comes from, that’s how people say thank you.
“We did, Tommy. And I’d like to keep seeing you, but…”
“But what?”
“But, you know, all the things that we talked about last night.”
Crap.


“If none of that mattered,” I venture, “would you be interested in…you know…me?” Now I’m staring at my hands, sifting sand through my fingers.
She smiles, leans forward, and kisses me again.
Okay, I’m pretty sure this isn’t just a thank you kiss, no matter where she’s from.
“I like you, Tommy.”
“I l-ike you, too.” The kiss hangover almost gave up the game. As much as she may like me, I’m pretty sure using the love word this soon will see her on the first bus out of this…whatever it is. I take her hands in mine, still not comprehending how this is happening and beginning to feel the footsteps of the Universe coming up behind me like a safety ready to take off my head.
With a boldness I’ve never had before, I turn my hat around (making sure its low enough to block Noah’s view) and lean against her, kissing her with a little more eagerness than she’d exhibited herself. I’m testing the waters…and unable to restrain myself. I could die right here and now, and that’d be okay with me. I release my lips from hers and jump into the trap I know the Universe has set for me. I just don’t see a way around it. “I have to tell you something.”
“Okay…”
“You mentioned me getting hit in the head.”
“Yeah?”
“I have a killer headache, and the nurse says I have a contusion across the back of my head.”
She nods, her beautiful eyes growing wide.
“I also have a slight case of amnesia.”
She blinks and waits for the punch line, but I don’t give her one.
“What are you saying?” Her eyes are suddenly skeptical.
“I don’t remember last night.”
She swallows, her eyes studying me. “What do you mean?”
“I remember walking through the front door and seeing you, and then waking up this morning.”
“You don’t remember anything from last night?”
I shake my head. Here it comes…


She turns and stares out over the waves for a while, and I can feel the magic switch course, taking the off-ramp to Turkeyville. How fitting.


“You’re telling me that you want to be with me, and that Eli will forgive me, but you don’t even know what happened?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“You can only say that because you don’t know.”
“So tell me.”
She doesn’t say anything, but I can see her brain computing so many scenarios, processing formulas, predicting trends, running a cost-risk analysis.
“Nicole, I woke up with a headache, ripped jeans, a missing shoe, strange text messages, pictures of you on my phone, a video of someone running, someone’s wallet… Oh, and Noah.”
“Noah?”
“Never mind. Please, I’m so lost right now. Tell me what happened.”
“I told you last night that my dad’s in the military, so we get moved around a lot. Kennedy is already my second school this year.”
“Wow.” I can’t imagine switching schools that often. No wonder she was keeping to herself.
“I don’t make that many friends…”
“Do you have a boyfriend at your old school?”
“No. Nothing like that.” And her eyes do a funny little thing that I can’t read.
She stands, but I grab her hand and gently pull her back down. She sits again, leans against me.
The bottom of the sun kisses the sea and ignites the horizon with fire. We sit in silence and watch the sun disappear.
“I have to go,” she finally says.
We get to our feet.
“Talk to Eli, and then call me tomorrow. If you want.”
I go to kiss her, but she dodges it and counters with a peck on my cheek.
“See ya, Tommy.”
I stand there and watch my world walk up the beach and off into the sunset without me. 





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
By the time I get home, my parents are waiting for me at the front door.
“Sorry,” I say, walking up the path toward them.
“You couldn’t have called?” my mom barks.
I hold up my cell. “Dead.”
My dad steps aside and opens the door, signaling for me to go in ahead of him. “Well, you’d better have a good excuse.” He follows in behind me.
“Oh, I do,” and I can’t help smiling. I’m an emotional contradiction right now. The best of times and the worst of times and a bag of chips.
They maneuver me into the living room, and I sit in the big armchair. I’m anxious to talk to Eli, to find out how he is, but I know that the quickest way to that end is over this road. My parents may see an underachieving and visionless kid when they look at me, but they still love me, and I don’t feel like I have to hide everything from them. So I tell them about Nicole. Which leads to what little I’ve been able to piece together about last night.
My dad starts pacing, holding his tongue from all the things I know he wants to say, mostly things like, “I told you nothing good could come out of these things!” But he doesn’t, and I respect him for that. Besides, maybe something good did come out of it. I certainly wouldn’t have been kissing the girl of my dreams today if there’d been no party last night.
Then again, Eli wouldn’t be in the hospital either, so…
My mom is trying not to fly across the room and examine my head. Or maybe dial 911 for an ambulance to take me to Community Memorial (which might not be so bad if Eli is still there). But when I mention Eli going to the hospital, their concern embraces mine, and we’re all on the same page…simply wanting to know what happened to Eli.
“This mean you’re gonna send me away?” I ask my dad.
He shakes his head. “We don’t even know what happened yet. But I want you to get checked out first thing tomorrow. Head injuries aren’t something to take lightly. Especially when they come with amnesia.”
“Dinner’s on the table,” my mom cuts in, dismissing me so that she can talk with my dad in private.
I leave my backpack and go eat dinner. When I’m done, I plug my phone in and lay on my bed. My door’s open, and I can hear mom and dad still talking in the living room. I can tell my dad is angry. He wants to find the person who hit me over the head, who put Eli in the hospital. My mom’s trying to calm him down. “We don’t know what happened yet, Alfie,” she keeps saying.
I didn’t tell them everything. I didn’t tell them about the wallet or the text messages, but I needed to talk to Eli soon or my dad will be going to Phil’s house to get his own answers. And I’d like to know what those answers are before he does.
The screen on my phone lights up as it’s brought back from the dead. It’s still gonna be a few minutes before it’s fully functional though, so I close my eyes and relive the kiss. Over and over again, my heart pounding, I try to convince myself that it really happened. I can’t believe it. She likes me! Me! Third eye, crushed balls, and all!
But again, I get a glimpse of a shadow sweeping across the celebration. It’s a trap. The Universe, who probably resembles the Grimm Reaper, is just waiting for the right moment to strike me down with its scythe. It’s all a setup. A Trojan horse.
I push it all out of my head and determine to be positive, to not let go of that kiss. To savor every ounce of hope it delivered. No RETURN TO SENDER on this package. I’m invested. In it to win it. Not letting go. I may get hurt in the end, but what other option is there?
I drift off to sleep, the feel of Nicole’s lips on mine, the warmth of her body leaning against me…
So this is love…






Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
I wake up to knocking on my door. Opening my eyes, I see my dad leaning against its frame.
“You okay?” he asks.
“Yeah.” I rub my eyes. “What time is it?”
“Ten fifteen.”
“Crap.” Sitting up, I swing my legs onto the floor.
“You talk to Eli yet?”
“No. I fell asleep waiting for my phone to charge.”
“I talked to Mrs. Shephard.”
“What?”
“I hope you don’t mind.”
“What did she say? How is he?”
“He took a pretty good beating, but he’ll be okay.”
“Did she say what happened?”
He shakes his head. “She gave me what I needed to know as your father. But I think Eli wants to be the one to walk you through the details. I think he’s been trying to call you, but Mrs. Shephard said he wouldn’t be taking calls past nine thirty. I think she mentioned him wanting to meet up tomorrow.”
“Yeah…”
“I scheduled an appointment for you in the morning. For your head. Assuming everything checks out okay, I can drop you off somewhere if you have plans.” He shrugs, and I know he’s approaching uncomfortable terrain—affection. “Unless you want Jude to take you.”
“Okay, thanks.” I’m not sure what else to say. Like I said, I know my parents love me, I just wish they’d remember it more often.
He goes to leave, and then sticks his head back in. “You like this girl, Nicole, don’t you?”
I nod, and he smiles, but his eyes are hiding something.
“How’s Eli doing? I mean, with his dad passing and all?”
I shrug. “He’s seems okay.”
“His mom sounds like a pretty strong woman. Still…has to be hard.”
I’m not sure what he’s trying to say. Maybe that Eli being in the hospital right before Thanksgiving is the last thing she needs right now? I’m not sure.
“Anyway…goodnight.”
“Goodnight,” I say, unable to remember the last time my dad came to my room to say that.
As soon as he’s gone, I snatch my phone, pulling it free from the cord. I power it on, noting that it’s fully charged. Seems like it takes forever to start up. Hours. Days.
Finally, it’s working and I’m getting one alert after another. Missed calls, texts, voicemails, emails, tweets, Instagram messages…
The calls are from Jude, Pete, and Maggie. Some of the texts are from them, too—typical messages asking where I am and why I’m not answering my phone. Most of the Instagram and Twitter traffic is football related. GOOD SEASON. SUCKS ITS OVER. TOUGH LOSS. GREAT RUN. BEST CATCH OF THE YEAR. Stuff like that.
There is a text from Eli. TRIED CALLIN. HAVE 2 SIGN OFF NOW. MEET ME AT THE SHOP 2MORROW MORNIN IF U CAN.
I scroll through all my messages, and my heart sinks a little when there’s nothing from Nicole. I text her. MEETIN ELI 2MORROW MORN. WILL CALL U AFTER. And then, not able to help it, I add, U R BEAUTIFUL. But as soon as I send it, I wish I can take it back. I don’t want to look like some desperate, insecure sissy. Oh, well.
She writes back, and my heart just about explodes out of my chest.
THANKS
That was it. At least she responded. That was a good sign, right?
I turn my light off and go to sleep, dreamworld welcoming me back through the gates of a Nicole-themed wonderland. 





Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
The doctor cleared me after diagnosing me with post-concussion syndrome, said my memory would probably come back at some point. He said to get a lot of rest and to avoid stress. He said to call if I developed the blues. He obviously doesn’t know me very well. Anyway, my headache was gone and all the scans came back negative, no brain bleeding in this cranium, so dad was driving me to Eli’s shop like he promised. As he drove, I spent some time on my phone looking up PCS. Some of the medical sites said it was more likely for women and older people. Figures. They also said the symptoms could last weeks or even months. And though the memory loss seemed to indicate that my trauma was of a more serious nature, I couldn’t pinpoint any lingering symptoms—other than the other night still missing from my timeline, of course.
I wave to my dad as he pulls away. I told him I’d either walk home or get a ride with Jude. He said if it started to rain to call him and he’d come get me, that he’d just be home working on some architectural designs in his office, anyway. Looking up at the clouds, I think it could start raining soon.
As I walk to the surf shop, I start to wonder just how bad Eli got beat and what he’s going to look like. I enter the shop and can see a light on in the back, a shifting shadow keeping pace with the rhythmic sound of sanding.
“Eli?”
The sanding stops, and he pops his head out from behind the doorway. “Hey, Tommy.” He comes out of the back and walks into the dim, midmorning light. “How’re you doing?”
I can’t even speak. The sight of my friend in such a condition leaves me shell-shocked, and I instantly regret thinking that whatever happened at the party was worth Nicole’s kiss.
His entire face is black and blue, his left eye swollen shut. His bottom lip is split and looks like it was stung by a bee. Stitches run like train tracks above his eyebrow.
I don’t say a word, but Eli reads it all in my eyes.
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he says, trying to smile through the swollen melon that is his face.
“You sure? Because it looks pretty frickin bad.”
“Nothing’s broken. Just a little sore.” He changes the subject. “Have any plans for Thanksgiving?”
I stop myself from speaking, reigning in my frustration. I want to scream, “Who cares about Thanksgiving right now?” But then I remember my dad’s words last night and realize that Eli is going to be fatherless for the holiday. My heart breaks for him.
He must read that, too, because he gives me a sheepish smile and grips my shoulder.
And BAM!
The other night comes rushing back all at once. Everything that happens, from when I’m walking with Nicole to when I rip my jeans on the fence and run out of my shoe.
“Holy crap, Eli!” I blink, the rush of information almost knocking me over and reigniting my headache. I sit down before I can fall down. “How did you do that?”
“Do what?”
“I couldn’t remember anything from that night. Some kind of amnesia from getting hit in the head. But when you touched me…” 
He only laughs, which is not a denial in my book.
It’s strange to suddenly recall an experience you don’t remember experiencing. All the emotions slamming into you like a tsunami… It’s disorienting.
“You okay?” Eli asks.
I’m holding my head, watching a rerun of the events that have led us to this very specific spot in time. “Who were they?” I whisper as a group of guys walk into the show.
“It doesn’t matter,” he replies.
“Doesn’t matter?” I’m beside myself with fury. Those punks hurt my friend, hit me in the head with a pipe, tried to tear Nicole’s clothes off! Now I know how my dad felt last night as he paced the living room, wanting to impose justice on whoever had hurt his son.
“Tommy,” he says, his voice calm but with an edge of authority, “just let it go.”
My fury is quickly turning to rage.
The rerun drops me into the moment like a paratrooper. Their silhouettes are punching, kicking, and stomping in the spotlighted glow of headlights. Eli is on the ground at their feet. But he’s not covering his face and head. He’s grabbing them, keeping them on him while yelling for me and Nicole to run. At least two times, the gang turns away from him, intent on leaving him and chasing us. Bloody and bruised, Eli reaches out and grabs their pant legs, tripping them and bringing them back on him with added ferocity. I get to my feet and pull at Nicole’s shirt, urging her to run. We come to a fence, and I help push her over. When I jump down on the other side, my jeans catch and rip, a small line struck down the back of my leg. My shoe flies off as I run. My phone is in my hand, and I’m trying to dial 911, but I’m shaking so much that I somehow manage to video our escape instead.
Eli watches me with something like sympathy as I relive the event. But why should he be sympathizing with me? He’s the one that got the hell kicked out of him!
He sighs, walks over to a chair and sits.
The show continues. Nicole and I are walking now, panting, scared. We’re sure we’re safe, and we sit on an empty park bench beneath a sodium-yellow street lamp. I hold her tight, and she shakes in my arms. I’m sure I’m shaking in hers. We sit there for a while, and then…
No.
I look at Eli. “We left you there?”
“You called the police, which is all you really could do.”
I go to pull out my phone, not remembering a dialed 911 call, but he says, “Nicole called.”
“Eli…I—”
He waves me off. “You were protecting Nicole. She was your main priority, and you were right to get her out of there. That’s why I got involved. If I wanted you to stay there and get beat up, I wouldn’t have interfered in the first place.”
His words make sense, but they don’t relieve the guilt I feel for not going back for him. Why didn’t I go back for him?
I remember Jude swinging by, picking up Nicole and taking her home. And then I did go back for him. Only he was gone by the time I got there.
That’s where I found the wallet. Eli must’ve grabbed one of their back pockets, ripping it open and spilling the wallet onto the ground. I picked it up and, not knowing what else to do, walked home. I don’t remember getting home or falling into bed, and I know I probably never will.
“I did go back for you,” I say. “I found this.” I pull the wallet out and show him.
He smiles. “I remember that flying onto the ground after I yanked one of them from behind.”
“Should I take it to the police?”
He shrugs. “Sure. The credit cards should probably be turned in.”
“How—”
But before I can ask how he knew there were stolen credit cards in there, he says, “Then you should probably just forget it.”
My eyes start to fill up, emotion squeezing my throat like a vice. “How can I ever forget, Eli?” I look out into the gray sky, noting the dark clouds rolling in off the ocean. “You might’ve saved our lives. At least Nicole from being gang-raped.”
“You did that when you didn’t leave Nicole behind. When you slugged the first guy that put his hands on her.”
“I did?” I can’t remember that.
“Yeah. Knocked out a tooth.”
“Then what happened?” But I don’t need to ask, because it comes back just then. “Oh.” I rub the back of my head, seeing them drag Nicole to their car. She’s kicking and screaming. They’re laughing. She’s putting up such a fight, that they give up on the car and decide they’ll just do what they’re going to do right there on the parking lot asphalt. They have her jeans down to her knees when Eli interrupts them. He says something to them, and they all look up…and take a collective step backward. One of them even stumbles, tripping over his feet and landing on his back. I don’t know what he said. Maybe, “Freeze, police!” I don’t know, but after being terrified out of their minds for some reason, they regain their courage (insanity, rather), and move on him, which allows Nicole to pull her pants up and make a run for it.
They jump him like a pack of demons, the insane rage in their eyes the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen. But Eli doesn’t seem scared, only determined. “Run!” he shouts to me.
Looking up from his chair, Eli asks how Nicole is doing.
“Uh…she’s okay, I think. I didn’t know any of this when I talked to her. She thinks you won’t forgive her.”
“For what?”
“Leaving you, I guess.”
“Tell her it was my pleasure.”
I squint at him and realize that we’re somehow already past the part where I tell him how I feel about her. The way he turned back and looked at me after Maggie mentioned her name in the car the other night comes to mind. So he did know. “Hey, you ain’t movin in on my girl, are you?” I laugh. Eli would give away the clothes on his back if someone asked for them, so the idea of him trying to steal anything is absurd.
“You should go talk to her. She’s going to need you.”
I’m not sure what that means, but I nod, brushing a tear away. “You gonna come out to the field Thursday morning for our annual Turkey Bowl?”
“I’ll try. We’ll see how much help mom needs. You know it’s going to be a big day for our family.” His eyes cloud with sadness.
“You miss him?” Good one, Tommy. It hasn’t even been three months.
Now his eyes turn to glass, and he wipes away his own tears. “Yeah. But I know I’ll see him again. Soon.”
“Yeah, but not that soon, right?”
“I think time is different with God. I’m not sure Joe will be waiting all that long for any of us.”
That puzzles me. But then I remember a movie I’d seen that dealt with time dilation, where one hour on a distant planet translated to seven years on earth, and I figure he must think heaven is something like that.
“Tommy,” his eyes grow clear again and they lock onto mine like a tractor beam. “Be strong. Have faith. God has a plan for you, and He can’t plan that end and not plan the means.”
“Okay…”
“And sometimes God gives you a desire for something that He wants to see fulfilled even more than you do. But in His time. Look at Abraham, Moses, David. The Scriptures are full of men that God called to something specific, giving them both the desire for it and the promise of its fulfillment. But it wasn’t handed to them right away. God had to prepare them for it first. And in some cases, that preparation was so intense, that by the time God came to fulfill His call, they weren’t even interested in it anymore.”
“Why are you telling me this, Eli?”
“Just don’t lose faith, Tommy.”
“Faith in the big Nothing that governs us all?” It’s a sardonic response, but I genuinely want to know how he’ll answer me.
“How can Nothing govern Everything?”
“You should bring that up to Mr. Yoder.”
He moves his eyes past me, putting them over my shoulder and out of the shop. “Oh, me and Mr. Yoder will have some conversations, I’m sure.”
A rain drop strikes the window, leaving a liquid trail behind it.
“You better go now. Before you get stuck here.” He stands up, trying not to grimace from the pain.
“What about you?”
“I have a lot of work to do if I want any days off next week.”
“You don’t want company?”
He smiles. “I appreciate it, but I think you should go talk to Nicole.”
“Hey, thanks again, Eli. No one’s ever done anything like that for me before. It was awesome. You’re like a superhero.”
He laughed. “Superheroes don’t get beat up by the bad guys.”
Taking a breath, I answer, “This one does.” And I turn to leave.
“Wait, Tommy…”
“Yeah?”
“Can I see the wallet real quick?”
I have no idea what he might want with it, and my brow creases. “Sure.” I pull it out of my pocket and toss it to him.
He catches it, opens it, and pulls out the condom. “Think I’ll keep this.”
Now I’m really confused. “Okay. Sure. Didn’t know you—”
He laughs and throws the wallet back to me. “Get out of here.”
I wave and take off, but as I pass the shop, I glance back through the window just in time to see him throw the square package into the trashcan.





Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
I call Nicole as I’m walking off the beach, and she agrees to meet me at the Denny’s off East Harbor Boulevard. I’m not sure where she lives, but I know her father moved them here from Oxnard and that he works at Port Hueneme.
I cut through a grass lot that will be packed with Winter Fest trees in a couple weeks, almost get run over crossing the road, and find Nicole already waiting for me in the parking lot.
“Almost didn’t make it,” she says, nodding toward the five lanes of traffic I’d just traversed.
I’d have crossed ten lanes of molten lava to get to her. “C’mon. I’ll buy you something.” I open the door for her and follow her in. Thunder rumbles at my back.
“You saw Eli?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“And…do you want something to drink?” I pick up the menu. “Are you hungry?” I have twenty dollars to my name, but I’ll gladly spend every cent of it right here and right now.
“Coffee would be great.”
“Really?”
“Why, what do you drink?”
“I’m gonna get an energy drink.”
Her face corkscrews. “That stuff’s poison.”
Guess I’m passing on the energy drink. “Is Dr. Pepper okay?”
She shrugs. “I’m not your mom.”
O-kay. “You hungry?”
“Nah. I just ate. What did Eli say?”
“Straight to business then…” I lean back. “He says it was his pleasure to save us. That he didn’t want us to come back, that it would’ve defeated the point.”
She glares at me, skepticism swimming laps in her eyes. “That’s what he said?”
“Yeah. Why? What did you think he’d say?”
She looks out the window, watches the rain splash the parking lot.
“Look,” I say, leaning forward onto my elbows, “I feel horrible about running away, too. But he was holding them, keeping them on him so that we could get away.”
“Thought you said you couldn’t remember.”
“It came back to me this morning. Most of it, anyway.”
Her skepticism grows. “And he didn’t address it?”
“I just told you he did.”
An awkward silence settles over our table.
“Nicole, I don’t understand what’s happening…” I feel like I’m trapped in a bad dream. Last night we were holding hands, and now she’s…I don’t know what she is! Not the same, that’s for sure.
Before she can answer, the waitress is next to us with a pad and pen and working hard at a piece of gum.
“Can I get a coffee, please?” Nicole asks.
They both look at me. “I’ll have a coffee, too.”
The waitress pops a bubble. “Anything else?”
My stomach is suddenly a hollow shell, and I can’t imagine sending anything into it right now. “That’s all for right now. Thanks.”
She snaps another pink bubble and takes the menus.
A small smile breaks across Nicole’s lips. “Do you even drink coffee?”
“What? I love coffee.”
She laughs. “Yeah, we’ll see.”
Her laughter is a ray of hope that warms my soul.
“So are you okay?” I ask. “I mean, now that I remember what happened…”
She nods, folding her arms on the table. “Do you remember what I told you last night? About what happened to me at the last school?”
I’m blank.
She sighs, looks out the window. “I don’t even know why I told you the first time.”
“What? Tell me.”
She just watches the rain.
“Does it have something to do with another guy? ‘Cause you kinda got this funny look on your face yesterday when I asked if you had a boyfriend…”
“He isn’t my boyfriend.”
I frown. “‘Isn’t.’ That’s present tense, right?”
She leans forward, covering her face with her hands. When she talks, it from behind a fingered fence. “There’s this guy…Spider. I got—”
“Wait.” I hold up my hand. “His name is Spider? As in Spider-man? Or the itsy-bitsy spider?”
“More like a gang name. Probably because he has a spider web tattoo around his neck.”
“Oh, that’s cool.”
She drops her hands. “I wasn’t in to him. He was in to me.”
“Now you’re using the past tense. So, you weren’t into him, but now…”
Impatience flashes across her face, and I think I just made her angry.
Thankfully, the waitress interrupts by setting two mugs of coffee down in front of us. “There you go. Here’s some cream and sugar.” She pulls a handful of packets out of her apron and dumps them in a pile between us.
“Thanks,” Nicole says. 
The waitress goes over to another table, snapping a chorus with her gum.
Nicole huddles the mug in her hands. “Let’s talk about something else, okay?”
That’s fine with me…for now. “Okay, sure.” I reach for my own coffee, wondering what it’s going to taste like. I’ve never tried it before. French-vanilla cappuccino from the school cafeteria, absolutely. But I’m pretty sure this won’t be anything like that. “Listen, a bunch of us play football at the school Thanksgiving mornings. It’s tradition. Just touch or flag, so girls can play too if they want.” I take the mug to my lips and sip.
“Why can’t girls play tackle?”
The liquid tar squirts out my nose, burning my throat and nasal cavity. I try to pretend the reaction had nothing to do with her question. There’s no way I’m stepping into that mine field. Besides, I’m sure every guy would love to play tackle football with girls. But I’m not going there either. “Mmm…this is great,” I say, wiping my nose with a napkin. I hope I didn’t get any on her.
She smiles and hands me another napkin while pointing at my chest. “I’m not sure what we’re doing for Thanksgiving yet.” She looks down and draws a circle on the table with her fingernail as I wipe the wretched drink off my shirt.
“What do you usually do?”
She seems to think about it. “Depends where we are. Sometimes we go out to eat, other times we stay in and watch football and Charlie Brown and stuff. Every once-in-a-while we’ll get together with my aunts and uncles, but that’s only if we happen to be nearby.”
I look at her and I can tell she has a lot of things going on inside. Eli’s words echo in my head: Go talk to her, she’s going to need you.
“Are you really okay,” I ask her, trying to cut through all the peripheral stuff and get straight to her heart.
She nods, cradles the mug in her hands. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah. Doc says I have Post Concussion Syndrome. Told me not to get stressed out.”
We laugh, and then she brings the mug to her lips with shaking hands. She takes a sip, then sets the mug down again. “They could’ve killed you.”
“They could’ve killed both of us if Eli didn’t show up.”
“They were insane. Did you see their eyes?”
“Frenzy.”
“Exactly.” She takes another sip. “What is that? Were they high?”
“They were evil.”
“I’ve been having nightmares. Of them getting me. Only Eli doesn’t show up, and you…”
“What?”
“They don’t stop hitting you until your face is gone…” Water congregates in the corner of her eye and she looks out the window again as she wipes it away, laughing at herself. “Sorry.”
“For what?” I reach across the table and take her hand. She doesn’t pull it away, and I’m thinking that we’re back on track.
“I was so scared,” she whispers, her lips trembling. A tear from each eye ricochets off her cheek and lands on the table.
I squeeze her hand. “So was I.”
“You clocked the one dude good.”
Now I dropped my eyes and whispered, “I wanted to kill him. When I hit him.”
“And you feel bad about that?”
I shrug.
“You did what you had to do.”
I don’t think it’s that simple, but I’m not going to argue with her. “Where did they come from?”
She takes another sip. “They followed us from the party. You didn’t see them driving alongside us?”
“Guess I was too distracted.”
We share a smile.
My heart starts slamming into my ribs, and I start to sweat as I try to build up the courage to ask her a question that I would’ve thought needed no workup given that we’d already kissed. But a guy never can tell. “You wanna…uh…” I’m staring at my hands now. “…go out with me? You know, be like…my girlfriend?”
I don’t get the reaction I dreamed of. Instead, she looks down and gets lost in the swirling steam climbing out of her mug. When she finally looks up, she asks, “You really don’t like coffee, do you?”
I feel like I’m pouring sweat out of my skin. “Is that a no?”
The rain lashes the window beside us, and lightning flashes.
“Tommy, I like you a lot. I need you to know that.”
Uh oh. Here comes the Universe.
“But—”
I cut her off. “If it’s really about you coming between me and Eli, I told you, he’s fine. I think he’s even ready to forgive the guys that beat his face into squash. You should see his face. Wow. Anyway, that’s—”
“It’s not that. I mean, I don’t know how he could forgive me for what I did, but it’s more than that.” She stares at me. “My dad is worried. He’s probably out there right now looking for those guys. He’s pissed.”
“I would be too if someone tried to rape my daughter.” I can see a series of chills sweep through her at the mention of the word.
“He doesn’t want to stay here.”
“What do you mean?”
“He wants to move.”
“But you just got here!”
“Truth is, I don’t think this thing he’s doing was gonna work out anyway.”
The floor falls out from beneath my feet and I’m sinking, waiting for the snap of the noose. “Where?”
“Florida.”
“Florida?” I blurt out. “But the hurricanes!”
She doesn’t say anything.
“When?”
“Friday.”
“As in Black Friday?”
She nods.
I can’t breathe.
“Hey, we can still talk on the phone…”
But I can only stare out the window as a hurricane rampages my insides. Nothing makes sense, all of it chaos, emotions and logic chasing each other over a landscape of broken dreams and a crushed heart.
“Tommy—”
I reach into my pocket, pull out a five-dollar bill and toss it on the table. With tears in my eyes, I tell her, “I wish you’d never come here.” I get up and walk out the front doors and into traffic. 





Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
I don’t notice the cars honking their horns at me, or how close one of them comes to taking me out. I don’t hear Nicole screaming to me from the side of the road. I don’t notice the rain pelting my body, my clothes instantly soaked and clinging to my skin. I’m not really here, in the present. My heart has severed the connection between mind and body, and so my subconscious is acting as the backup generator, moving my legs along at a turtle’s pace.
Why did the kid cross the road?
It’s not a riddle, rather what I know the headlines in tomorrow’s paper will read. The paper my father will unfold and examine with his coffee. I should care, but I don’t.
I’m staring at the ground ahead of me, my mind a huge five-thousand-piece puzzle dumped out of its box. I’m looking for the corners, the edges. Sometimes I get a few interior pieces together, but they float against a limitless, blank canvas.
I told you, tried to warn you, but you wouldn’t listen.
Shut up.
You really thought that the Universe would let you win?
Shut up!
Remember, the world just sets you up so that it can knock you down from higher heights. You can keep climbing that high dive, but there’s no water in the pool.
Leave me alone.
And it does. The voice goes away, leaving me to my own thoughts—so many thoughts.
By the time I look up, I’m standing in front of Eli’s surf shop. I don’t know why my autopilot brought me back here, but I had a few questions for Eli anyway. Like what the heck he’d meant when he said that Nicole would need me. And all his talk about God fulfilling desires in His own time… Had he known what was going to happen? Did he already know that Nicole was leaving? Had she told him?
I try to open the door, but it’s locked and the lights are off inside. He’s gone.
I kick the door in frustration, instantly regretting it. The last thing Eli’s family needs is to deal with a broken door. I suppose that I don’t even have a right to be this upset. After all, Eli just lost his father, and he’s managing to keep it together. And here I am feeling all sorry for myself because a girl I’ve spent all of a few hours with is moving away after almost being raped.
Oh, so you should be happy that other people have it worse than you?
What? No, of course not.
Isn’t that what you just thought? That you should be happy because you still have your father when Eli doesn’t?
I don’t know what to make of that thought, so I push it away and take a deep breath. I turn and slide down the side of the shop wall, sitting, facing the ocean. The wind is pushing white caps across the water as the sea roils in formless agony. Lightning branches across the horizon, and I think that I must feel much the same way the ocean looks.
Twenty minutes later, I’m walking home. It’s still raining, but I don’t notice. I rethink the whole conversation with Nicole. I feel bad about what I said. I didn’t mean it. Not really. I pull out my phone and go to text her, but see that she’s already texted me.
I AM SO SORRY. PLEASE DON’T BE MAD. I DON’T WANT TO LEAVE U
I text back: IM SORRY. I DIDN’T MEAN IT. 
Somehow, I keep from telling her I love her. But I know she knows.
She responds: WHERE R U?
WALKING HOME
WILL U SEE ME AGAIN?
YES. PLEASE.
TONIGHT? MOVIE?
SURE
MEET THERE AT 8?
WHAT MOVIE?
DOES IT MATTER?
I smile. NO.
SEE YOU THEN. She adds a kissing emoji.
I get to my house, throw my soaked clothes into the laundry room, and hop in the shower. This day has been a day of emotional twists and turns, and I’m not sure how much more I can take. I think about the project Mr. Yoder gave us, about writing a report on what we’re thankful for, and again I find it amusing that in his self-professed pointless existence, he feels it’s so important to be thankful for something.
Whatever it is you’re thankful for, Tommy, you know it’s probably just another rung on the way to the high dive…





Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
I spent the rest of the day in my room, playing video games, stalking Nicole’s Instagram account, and listening to music. My oldest brother, James, got back from college just before dinner. We had a relatively good family meal and it’s nice to be together again even if Matt and James attract most of my parents’ attention. But I did catch my dad looking at me every now and then and I can tell he’s worried about me. Finally, around seven, I retreat back to my room, not all that interested in hearing about James’ adventures in academia.
I examine my face in the mirror, glad to see that Mount Ararat is on the retreat. So long, Noah. To which he responds by giving me the finger and promising, “Until next time, sucker!”
I’m dressed and ready to go. James said he’d take me to the theatre, and I’m assuming her dad will be the one dropping her off. I’m about to leave when my phone buzzes.
Text from Eli.
NICOLE IS A SWEET GIRL. BUT SHES A LITTLE LOST RIGHT NOW. BE CAREFUL
What the heck does that mean? I stare at the window, listening to the rain massage the roof, and think. The words trigger something and more puzzle pieces come together. But the picture is vague and far away.
And then it hits me.
Wait.
I bring up the pictures on my phone and scroll through the ones from the other night. I stop on the one of Nicole sitting on the bed.
When was this? Why don’t I remember it?
The wrist in the foreground.
Eli.
I close my eyes, try to remember.
Why were the three of us in Phil’s bedroom? Why is that part of my memory blocked?
A knock on the door.
“You ready, sport?” James asks.
“Yeah.” I slip the phone in my pocket and grab my hat. 
We talk about school, the football season, and what’s going on in the country. “Lot of crazy stuff,” he says. “We’re on the verge of losing the nation.” I know what’s coming next, it’s what always comes next when James and Dad start talking politics. Prophecy. The whole coming leader thing. But I don’t feel like hearing about it again, so I head him off by bringing up Nicole.
“I still can’t believe that happened,” he says as he makes a right at a light.
“Yeah…”
“You’re not gonna do anything stupid tonight, right?”
“What do you mean?”
He shoots me a sly grin. “You know what I mean.”
I look out the window. “No, of course not.”
“You said she’s moving this week. To Florida.”
“Yeah.”
“Gonna be tempting. Might be the only chance you get.”
I look at him. “What are you doing?”
“I’m preparing you. Making sure you’re on guard. If you really care about this girl, the last thing you want is to sleep with her right now. It’ll just cause problems for the both of you down the road.”
“We’re going to see a movie.”
“What movie?”
“I dunno.”
He raises an eyebrow, amused.
“She’s not like that,” I argue.
“Oh, because you know her so well.”
We drive in silence for a while. Then he asks, “You’re playing Thursday morning, right?”
“Of course.”
“Good. I can use some running around.”
 
He drops me off at the curb, and I find Nicole inside, standing against the wall to the left of the ticket booth and playing on her phone.
“Hey.”
She looks up and smiles. “Hey.” She gives me a hug. Not a nice, hello-it’s-nice-to-see-you hug, but a tenacious, passionate embrace. Like she’s trying to pull me into herself.
I can feel the contour of her body, and both James and Eli’s warnings flicker in my conscious as my imagination ignites.
She lets me go and takes my hand, pulling me past the long line to the ticket booth and straight to the ticket taker.
“You already have tickets?” I ask.
She flashes two tickets and hands them over to the older kid who rips them absentmindedly and then mumbles directions to theatre fourteen. I think he said all the way in the back, last one on the right. Whatever we’re seeing, it isn’t the talk of the town—at least not anymore.
We pass the long lines to the main attractions and head toward the back, passing posters of upcoming features and some arcade games. She pulls me through the open door, and I catch the name of the movie above it. It’s something I’ve never heard of. I follow her up the stairs to the top row, passing all the empty rows along the way. She goes all the way to the wall so that we’re sitting in the back corner of the room. There isn’t another person here.
The previews start, and she leans over and kisses my cheek. Before the first trailer is over, we’re making out. And I’ve never made out like this before.
By the way, I’m a virgin.
I know I talk like I’m not when I’m around the guys, but it’s the truth. If I’m completely honest with myself, it’s probably because I’m too insecure. I know I’d do something stupid, and that the girl would go around telling all her friends what a clumsy prude I am. Before long, the whole school would be making fun of me.
There are other reasons, like the lack of opportunity (which I think is now fading fast), but then there’s the whole marriage thing, too. I know my teachers and people on TV are saying that marriage is an old hat, that it stands opposed to personal freedom and true self-discovery, but I’m smart enough to know that’s a bunch of crap. As far as I can tell, most of the world’s problems stem from people that only think about themselves. Not to mention the effect such a philosophy has on society. Sure, I’ve seen some marriages fail, but I’ve also seen a lot work. Why those who fail at it, or are just afraid to commit to one person, want to make everyone else give up on it doesn’t make sense to me. Marriage is something that I’m actually looking forward to. And, of course, with the way I feel about Nicole, I can’t help picturing us tying the knot.
Yeah, I’m a realist, but I’m also a romantic. Go figure.
Anyway, I don’t want to spoil my marriage by too much “extra-circular” activity beforehand. I mean, look at Maggie. Who would want to be her husband? Always wondering what she was like with everyone else, if you’re up to par with her past lovers or not…
Nicole is leaning into me now. She whispers in my ear, “How is it? Has it recovered?” And she’s putting her hand between my legs.
The shock of it straightens my spine, and I’m both loving and hating it. My hands are now navigating her body, and I can’t seem to control myself anymore. Guess James was right. I hadn’t been ready for this, and now here I am…
She pulls something out of her pocket and slides it into my hand. I feel the square package and know instantly what it is. The preview that’s playing flashes light that illuminates the theatre, and I see the wrapper in the palm of my hand. Maggie’s words come thundering back.
Not my brand…
The thing I’m holding is identical in every way to what was in the wallet and what I watched Eli toss in the trashcan.
She’s still kissing me, but my mind is suddenly elsewhere, disconnected from what’s happening. I’m thinking of that picture of her on Phil’s bed, Eli standing in the room between us. My mind is back at the party.
Nicole senses my detachment and leans back. “What’s wrong?”
I hold my head, trying to fit the pieces together.
A flash.
 
Pete and Jude notice me staring at her, realizing that Maggie wasn’t joking, and dare me to talk to her, pushing me in her direction, calling me names. Then I am talking to her, and they’re sneaking thumbs-up signals to me when she isn’t looking.
She’s leading me up the stairs, and they’re hi-fiving each other and biting down on their fists to keep from laughing out loud. She takes me into Phil’s bedroom and closes the door. She sits on the bed and tells me to take a picture of her. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t want it to stop either.
Movement to my right as I snap the shot.
Phil has a bathroom attached to his bedroom, and Eli walks straight out of it, interrupting the moment. Nicole is up on her feet and screaming at him, calling him a pervert, a peeping Tom (which is weird since that’s my name), asking if he gets off on watching other guys get what he obviously can’t.
And she slaps him, hard. Spits in his face.
I don’t know why she did that, why she assumes Eli was spying, but she grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room, leaving Eli alone with a red handprint on his face. His eyes are sad as they find mine, but the shame that I feel at leaving him is overpowered by the attachment I suddenly feel toward Nicole. And before I know what’s happening, I’ve chosen a side. Instead of defending one of my best friends, I let him be wrongfully accused and humiliated when it should’ve been me who was humiliated.
She takes me out of the house, and we walk hand-in-hand down the street, toward a little park. 


 
Nicole asks again, “Tommy, what’s wrong?”
“I…I think…” but I don’t know what to say. The pieces are connecting too fast now and I can’t process it all. I squeeze my eyes shut and return to that scene.
 
She’s talking about Eli, telling me how creepy he is, how she thinks he might’ve been there to watch me and not her and all kinds of other stuff that, for some reason, I don’t refute. But I know why I stay silent. This is all a dream that I don’t want to wake from. So I just roll with it. I don’t want to lose her.


She takes me over to a bench on the sidewalk. I can tell she’s pretending not to be nervous as she starts to pull something out of her back pocket.
No…
But it is.
A condom.
Before I can react, headlights blind us, doors open, and rough voices start shouting.
 
My eyes drift up and find hers. “That’s why you didn’t think Eli would forgive you.” And then I look away. “Why you thought he wouldn’t forgive me.”
“What’re you talking about?” she asks.
“I just remembered. I mean, I remembered from the time Eli showed up, but I didn’t remember anything before that until just now.”
She turns so fast that I almost lose her. When she gets up to leave, I grab her and pull her back down. “No. Please don’t go.”
And then everything crashes down, her whole front, the whole game, all of it. She breaks out in tears, sobbing. And now I’m the one holding her.
Eli’s text stamps my mind’s eye. She’s a sweet girl. But she’s a little lost right now. Be careful. And again, his words from this morning: She’s going to need you.
We talk through the entire movie.
There are still a couple gaps in my memory—the time we supposedly sat talking while waiting for Jude to pick her up and when I went back for Eli, and then my trek home. I suppose I’ll never remember them, but I’m guessing that’s when I put the condom in the wallet, and when she told me all the things she repeated during the movie.
About how her mom has cancer, and that the real reason they’re moving to Florida is to be near a doctor who’s working on some new, cutting edge treatment. She tells me how scared she is of losing her mother, that she doesn’t want to leave me or Kennedy High but that she has be there for her family.
Then she tells me about this Spider guy, how he’d assaulted her in Oxnard. That the experience changed how she feels about sex. She tries to explain why she was coming on to me so strong, believing that if she could have a good time with someone she really likes, then maybe she could forget the other thing, and the nightmares would stop. She tells me that’s why she freaked at Eli when he came into the bedroom, because for some reason she’d associated him with Spider.
I try to wrap my head around this girl that I love being raped while telling her that she should probably talk to someone about it, that her plan could potentially make things worse. I then ask her if she’s always this bold with guys she barely knows, leading them off to strange bedrooms, to which she responds by reiterating her last point while adding that she knew I liked her from her first day at Kennedy. And that she liked me, too.
I say other things, and I think she appreciates them, because she hugs me a lot. 
Somehow, we end up talking about me and my family life (which I feel horrible complaining about given all that she’s going through with her mother). I express my frustration at being “The Twin” and always perceived as the underachieving downer. I even let her in on the voice I hear sometimes. And she says she hears it, too. Weird, right?
By the time the credits are rolling, we’re laughing and joking with each other, and I’ve never felt closer to anyone in my life.
 
Thank you,” she says as we leave the theatre. “I needed to get that out, and you’re quite the counselor, aren’t you?” She leans into me, resting her head on my shoulder.
She’s going to need you…
How had Eli known she’d been giving an Oscar-worthy performance to everyone around her for so long? That beneath the cool exterior and pure, porcelain mask, her heart and mind had been fractured by the trauma experienced in her last town?
We walk out the front doors…and she stops dead in her tracks.
I look back at her, wondering why she’d stopped, and see that her eyes are wide with alarm. “What’s wrong?” She doesn’t answer, so I follow her gaze to a group of guys standing around on the other side of the theatre entrance. They’re smoking and making lewd jokes, their laughter loud and haunting.
One of them turns and moves his eyes over the crowd trickling out of the theatre. His gaze sweep over us, and I detect a sudden flicker of recognition register in his crazed eyes. He stares at us. At Nicole. Taking a long pull on the cigarette, he tosses it, his face opening into a burning smile. He taps the guy next to him and turns.
I look at Nicole.
She’s terrified.
When I look back to the guys, they’re all walking toward us, cutting through the stream of people. I recognize one of the guys from somewhere, but I can’t place from where.
And then I notice his missing tooth.
The one I decked the other night.
Another face triggers recognition. The one who hit me in the head with the pipe. And the two that drug Nicole across the pavement and pulled her pants down.
“Hey, Nicole,” the front-man says. He’s wearing a t-shirt that says something very impolite, and his grin is demon-like, his eyes fire-lit with lust as he looks her up and down. “C’mon, baby. Get in the car, and I’ll overlook the other night. Won’t even ask you to apologize. We can just pick up where we left off like none of that other stuff ever happened.”
“What’s he talking about?” I ask Nicole.
Then I notice the webbed tattoo around his neck.
No!
“Go away,” she says.
He pretends a sad face before laughing with the others. They’ve breached our side of the sidewalk and are now right in front of us. “I’m not asking, doll.” He reaches for her and she pulls away.
He inhales, anger replacing amusement, and a vein on his neck bulges, the cobwebs rippling. His right eye ticks. “I said get in the car.”
Nicole pulls out her phone and starts dialing 911 when he smacks it out of her hand. It bounces off the sidewalk and skitters away.
“Knock it off,” I say, stepping toward him. I should be scared, but I’m not. Not at all. I’m pissed. I’m so angry that I have to clench my fists to keep my hands from shaking. All I need is a match to light this fuse, and…well, I’ll probably just get my face kicked in, but I’m gonna do my best to impose some justice on this gang-banging, rapist thug. Doesn’t even matter that he’s twice my size. Because this is Spider, the guy who turned Nicole’s dreams into nightmares. I want to kill him more now than I did the other night.
He flashes a wicked smile in my face. “Hey, faggot. You the one I texted the other night? Well, don’t worry, we’ll save some for you, too.” Then he reaches out and grabs my shirt while whipping a switchblade from his back pocket. It pops open with a hiss. 
I’m gonna die, I think.
He’s about to gut me right there in front of the theatre when a voice from behind us sounds out. “Hey, what’re you guys doing? Leave those kids alone!” a woman shrieks.
Spider turns and shoots her a look that makes her scurry into the theatre. All the other people, rather than challenge him, spread away, not wanting to get involved. At least I can see the woman dialing on her cell, presumably calling 911.
When Spider turns back to face me, he gets the full brunt of Nicole’s purse in his face. And then she kicks him between the legs. He goes down onto his knees, and I plant a solid punch that I’m certain breaks his nose. But then the other five guys are on us. They tackle us onto the ground, and I feel fists pelting me on my head, in my kidneys and stomach.
I hear Nicole screaming.
“Get off him,” Spider says, back on his feet with blood flowing out of his nostrils and down over his snarling lips.
They grab us and pull us to our feet, holding us in headlocks before Spider and his blade. I look around, trying to make eye contact with the few people moving past us. I can’t believe that people are just going to stand there and let us be killed. And then I spot someone inside the doors, standing off to the side and filming us with his phone. Well, at least I’ll get my fifteen seconds of fame as I bleed out on YouTube.
Spider looks at me, insane hatred radiating out of his eyeballs. But then he steps away from me and moves to Nicole instead.
“I gave you a chance. Now I’m gonna carve you up.”
Before he can flick the knife, I lift my feet into the air, using the two guys holding me as leverage, and double kick Spider in the shoulder. That gets me a punch in the side and Spider’s returned attention.
“You know what I’m gonna do to her when I’m done with you?”
But before I can answer, or he can spit another threat, he’s gone. Standing there in front of me one second and absent the next.
Straight from an NFL highlight reel, a figure comes flying from my left and obliterates Spider, striking him just beneath the ribs, ripping him off his feet and driving him into the concrete. The knife spins into the glass doors behind us.
The punks holding us let go as they run to help their leader. They grab the person who’s delivering blow after blow to Spider’s his head and face and pull him off, tossing him backwards onto the ground.
Lying there at our feet, Pete looks up at us and winks. “How was the movie?”
Then he disappears beneath the five thugs as they go to work on making his face match Eli’s. But before I can step in to help him, I hear Nicole yelp. Spinning around, I see Spider yanking her by her hair, pulling her toward the parking lot.
I race after him and launch myself onto his back. Clinging to him, I grab his hair. He hollers, flips me over and slams me onto my back. The air is chased from my lungs and I roll onto my stomach, waiting for my body to start breathing again.
Spider continues to drag my girl away.
Why isn’t anyone DOING ANYTHING? I’m almost angrier at the people watching than I am at Spider. I reach out and swipe his ankle, making him stumble. He turns and kicks me in the head.
And then someone else is picking him up, raising him over their head, and launching him across the parking lot. Spider hits the ground and rolls.
“Tommy, are you okay?” the man asks.
“Dad?” I’m so confused. “Get up, son.” He runs toward Pete.
“You sure know how to pick ‘em, don’t ya?” another voice calls out, following after my dad.
“James?”
I get up onto my hands and knees and watch as five-on-one becomes four-on-five and bodies start flying all over the place.
I grab Nicole. “Are you okay?”
She’s staring at Spider, and he’s staring at her. He gets up again, a relentless, zombie-like devil, but a police car screeches to a halt between us, setting the scene on fire with red and blue lightning. The officers are out of the car and throwing Spider to the ground so fast, I’m not even sure they had time to put the car in park. They’re tossing Spider into the backseat of the cruiser five seconds later.
More police cars arrive and they take over from where my dad, James, Pete, and some other dude left off, getting the rest of the gang into handcuffs.
The unknown dude comes running up to Nicole and gives her a huge hug, holding her tight. “Are you okay?” he asks her.
I’ve been hearing those three words way too much lately.
She nods. “Yeah, I’m okay.”
He looks at me with an expression that gives away his identity. It’s Nicole’s father, and I’m not sure if he’s going to shake my hand or kill me.
“Dad, this is Tommy. Tommy, this is my dad. He’s the boy who saved me the other night. And tonight.”
“Well, I think Eli—”
He cuts me off, taking my hand in his iron-grip. “Tommy, thanks for looking out for my little girl. I really can’t thank you enough.” He hugs her again, and then gives us some space as he goes to speak with the police.
Now my family comes over. “Who’s the girl, Tommy?” James asks with a big smile.
“Dad, James, this is Nicole.”
She shakes their hands and says it’s nice to meet them.
“Thanks for showing up when you did,” I tell James.
“We were just sitting in the parking lot waiting for you to call and heard a scream.”
Pete walks over and joins us.
“And what about you?” I ask. “What the heck are you doing here?”
He flashes a mysterious grin. “Eli called me. Said you might be needing a ride.”
“What?”
“I know, right?” And he hums the Twilight Zone theme music while rotating his shoulder.
“But how’d you get here?”
And then Jude steps out from behind a line of bystanders and gives a finger wave.
I give him a head nod and he returns it. Then I watch Pete clutch the shoulder he was just rolling. “You okay?”
He waves me off. “Of course, I’m okay. You see the other guy though? The one with the tats? I wrecked his—” he sees my dad and alters his word choice “—butt.”
“Yeah, you did.”
I put my arm around Nicole.





Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
It’s Thanksgiving morning, and we’re on Kennedy High’s practice field. Eli lines up beside me, ready to go out for a pass. His face is getting better but is still yellow and scabbed. Pete, his arm in a sling but playing anyway, is lined up across from him, Matt in front of me. Before James can hike the ball, I say to Eli, “I’m sorry for walking out on you. At the party. I would’ve apologized sooner but I didn’t remember until—”
He smiles and slaps me on the shoulder. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
Yeah right, I think. And if I didn’t know better, I’d say that he’d meant for me to forget what we did to him. But that’s crazy.
The ball is snapped and James drops back, running away from my uncle and Pete’s cousin as they rush him. We’re a mish-mash group of family members and neighbors observed by a small audience. As I run at Matt, stutter-stepping and then cutting hard to the outside, James releases a tight spiral that finds my hands. I make a sideline grab right in front of Nicole and her mother, and she blows me a kiss (Nicole, not her mom). When the kiss strikes me, it’s like a truck hauling ten tons of realization.
This is the end.
The week off school has been both wonderful and depressing. Nicole and I got to spend a lot of time together, and I’m just falling deeper and deeper for her. And I think she’s falling for me, too.
But she’s leaving tomorrow, and I know I’ll probably never see her again.
Oh, I have dreams of meeting her in a couple years, maybe pick things up in college. But, as you know, I’m a realist. So while today will be one of the best of my life, her and her parents invited to hang out with my family all day, it’s overshadowed by a sense of finality that doesn’t seem fair.
Tomorrow will a black Friday alright. But Nicole has already made me promise to ignore the voice that we both know will come whispering the end of the world in my ear.
The other night she told me what happened with Spider, how she’d unintentionally gotten his attention on the first day of school in Oxnard. He’d been pushing twenty as a junior and finally decided to drop out after the first three weeks, but he kept coming around with his gang. And despite all her efforts to deflect his attention, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. One night, while she was walking home from the Centerpoint mall, he snatched her off the sidewalk and carried her to an empty ball field in Rudolph Beck Memorial Park.
When he still wouldn’t leave her alone, acting like it’s what she wanted, that she was his property, she knew she had to tell her dad. She’d seen enough psycho/stalker movies to know that if she didn’t get help fast, they’d be pulling her body out of a dumpster.
I toss the ball back to Nicole’s dad who sets up at center and gets ready to snap it to James again.
I can’t help but think about him, how helpless he must feel being a soldier trained to survive, to serve and protect, and yet unable to keep his own wife and daughter from the enemy—seen and unseen. Of course, he wanted to hunt down Spider, to put a bullet in his head, but he knew what facing a murder charge would do to his family. Nicole needed him with them, not in a cell for the rest of her mom’s life. So he’d pulled her out of school in Oxnard and moved to Ventura while pursuing justice through the limits of the law. But without any evidence or witnesses, the law failed and Spider was free to skate. Before any plans for making his own justice could be made, however, Spider came after her again, this time with dozens of witnesses and surveillance video from the theatre to see him locked up for a long time.
The next play is a pass to Eli. Instead of taking it himself, however, he pitches it back to Lazarus and lead blocks for him, letting him score.
The crowd goes wild.


 
It’s a perfect day, and I wouldn’t trade it for the championship game that I’d be playing in right now had Phil remembered to send me in motion last week. And I know my paper for Mr. Yoder will be about this day and these people, about love, friendship, family, and all the things he wants me to believe are meaningless. 
We sit around the table, and for two hours all the pain of the past and present fades away. Food that was prepared while the guys were playing football is now passed back and forth in zig-zag patterns, their steaming aromas a sacrifice of thanks to God the Provider. That’s how James described it anyway, and since everyone else is tickled by it, I’ll roll with it. Thanks, God. But then I get a glimpse of the ashes of today blowing over the barren landscape of my tomorrow. Thanks for nothin’.
But I don’t really mean it. I remember seeing a Twitter post that Eli shared after his father died, a quote from some famous writer. “The pain now is part of the happiness then.” And I’ll take the pain if it’s the price I have to pay for right now. Besides, all good things have to come to an end anyway, right?
Eli…
I wonder how his family is doing today with that empty chair at their table. All my chairs are full, and I’m thankful for that. I’m thankful for so much. Eli said that God doesn’t plan the end without planning the means, and if he’s right about God having plans for me to be something other than just “The Twin,” then I suppose I’ll just need a little more peace. And faith.
Nicole squeezes my hand beneath the table. Her mother kisses her father on the cheek across from us. Mom and dad share a joke. James and Matt are talking about an interception they just saw in the Cowboys game broadcast from the other room.
I smile, but then a voice whispers in my ear. You just wait until tomorrow…
My phone vibrates and I pull up a text from Eli.
DON’T WORRY ABOUT TOMORROW. TOMORROW WILL TAKE CARE OF ITSELF. LOVE U MAN. HAPPY THANKSGIVIN.
Maybe he’s right. Maybe tomorrow will be okay.
Doubt it.
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