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If	I	have	any	advice	after	everything	that’s	happened	it’s	this:	never	fall	for	your
best	friend’s	twin	sister,	especially	when	her	brother	is	an	overprotective	psycho
who	also	happens	to	be	a	three-time	state	champion	wrestler.	Such	a	concoction
is	nothing	but	a	recipe	for	pain,	trust	me	on	that.	I	know	this	because	I	recently
committed	the	blunder	identified	above,	yet	somehow—and	this	is	the	part	I’m
still	trying	to	figure	out—I’m	alive	to	talk	about	it.	It’s	a	miracle,	really,	that	I’m
breathing	on	my	own	at	this	moment	and	not	hooked	up	to	some	freaky	medical
contraption.
Anyway,	 it’s	 true	 to	 say	 that	my	 story,	 the	 story	 of	 seventeen-year-old	Zach

Ramsey,	is	a	tale	loaded	with	all	the	drama,	action,	love,	and	betrayal	that	have
been	in	my	life	the	past	few	months.	I	mean,	I’ve	witnessed	some	really	insane
stuff	lately,	which,	of	course,	 is	 the	reason	I’m	writing	this	sentence	right	now.
And	I’ve	never	written	anything	in	my	life	outside	of	schoolwork.
Think	about	it.	Who	writes	a	book	when	they’re	seventeen?	Nobody	I	know.

Nobody	in	Blaine,	Michigan,	anyway.
This	story	has	no	hero.	In	fact,	if	you’re	into	the	hero	thing	at	all	you	might	as

well	put	this	book	down	and	move	on	to	something	else,	maybe	visit	the	fantasy
section	 of	 your	 local	 library	 or	 something.	 Personally,	 I	 think	 I’m	 about	 the
farthest	thing	from	a	hero	as	one	can	get.
As	 for	 a	 happy	 ending,	well	…	 sorry,	 but	 there	 isn’t	 one	 of	 those,	 either.	 I

guess	 that’s	 because	 everything	 here	 actually	 happened,	 and	 one	 thing	 we	 all
know	is	 that	 life	can	suck	pretty	badly	sometimes.	Happy	endings	sell	a	 lot	of
books	 and	movie	 tickets,	 but	 I	 didn’t	write	 this	 to	escape	 reality.	 I	wrote	 it	 to
deal	with	reality.	My	reality.
One	 last	 thing:	you	know	 that	old	saying	about	nobody	being	perfect?	Well,



I’ll	be	the	first	to	defend	that	statement.	I’ve	done	some	questionable	things	over
the	past	three	months.	Regardless,	I	actually	do	have	a	strong	sense	of	right	and
wrong.	 It	might	 take	some	digging	 to	 find	sometimes,	but	 it’s	 there,	especially
when	it	comes	to	adults	and	how	they	should	behave.
So,	I’m	not	perfect.	I	freely	admit	that.
And	 my	 best	 friend,	 the	 psycho	 wrestler	 …	 Oh,	 man,	 he	 is	 definitely	 not

perfect.
As	for	his	twin	sister,	the	girl	I	currently	love	and	always	will,	she’s	actually

pretty	close	to	perfect,	but	not	quite.
Here’s	the	thing:	the	three	of	us,	we’re	only	seventeen.	Seventeen!	I’d	say	that

gives	us	a	good	excuse	for	messing	up	every	now	and	then.
But	what	 about	 all	 of	 the	 adults	 behaving	 badly	 in	Blaine?	You’re	 about	 to

meet	them.	What’s	their	excuse?	I	mean,	I	always	thought	part	of	life	involved
growing	 up	 at	 some	 point,	 getting	 your	 act	 together,	 and	 trying	 to	 live	 more
responsibly	 than	 you	 did	 when	 you	 were	 …	 oh,	 I	 don’t	 know	 …	 say	 …
seventeen?	But	that’s	not	the	way	it	is,	at	least	not	in	Blaine.	I	know	that	now.	I
wish	I	didn’t,	but	I	do.
So	I’ll	end	this	beginning	with	a	confession	followed	by	a	question.
The	confession:	given	everything	I’ve	been	through,	if	I	had	the	chance	to	go

back	 and	 play	 this	 thing	 through	 a	 second	 time,	 I	 might	 have	 thought	 twice
before	accepting	that	first	fifty	dollars	from	Huey	Dawkins.
The	 big	 question:	 who	 are	 you	 supposed	 to	 look	 up	 to	 when	 it	 seems	 like

every	adult	you	know	is	more	screwed	up	than	yourself?
I’m	still	struggling	with	that	one.
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Let’s	rewind	three	months.
Eleventh	 grade	 is	 finally	 over	 and	 I	 can’t	 wait	 to	 be	 a	 senior	 in	 the	 fall,

because	being	a	 senior	means	constant	partying	and	 the	beginning	of	my	BEP
(Blaine	Escape	Plan),	right?	I	mean,	the	end	of	my	life	in	this	depressed	Twilight
Zone	of	a	town	is	within	sight.	College	is	my	ticket	out	of	this	dump,	the	key	to
my	BEP.	I	say	bring	it	on	as	quickly	as	possible,	because	the	last	thing	I	want	to
be	in	life	is	a	Blaine	factory	rat	enslaved	by	a	doomed	American	car	company.
Speaking	 of	 constant	 partying,	 I	 have	 this	 older	 brother	 named	 Justin.	 He

could	write	 a	 bestselling	 how-to	 book	 on	 partying.	My	brother	 used	 to	 be	my
idol.	Right	now	he’s	 twenty	 and	 comes	home	drunk	every	night.	His	one-year
educational	 “break”	 after	 high	 school	 quickly	 turned	 into	 two.	 He	 says	 he’s
having	the	time	of	his	life,	but	I	have	a	feeling	he	parties	so	hard	because	he’s
freaked	about	entering	 the	real	world	and	has	no	 idea	what	 to	do	with	his	 life.
Justin	isn’t	exactly	the	brightest	bulb	in	the	light	store,	but	he’s	not	stupid,	either.
He	hasn’t	made	it	out	of	Blaine	yet,	but	lately	he’s	shown	signs	of	progress.	I’m
pulling	for	him	and	watching	him	closely.	With	Justin,	it’s	all	about	baby	steps.
It	wasn’t	 like	 that	 a	 few	years	 ago,	 however.	 Justin	was	 an	 all-state	 football

player	 bound	 for	 a	 full-ride	 athletic	 scholarship,	 but	 he	 quit	 the	 team	after	 his
junior	 year.	 The	 whole	 town	 was	 shocked,	 especially	 yours	 truly.	 I	 couldn’t
believe	it.	Talk	about	pissing	away	your	future.	To	this	day	he	doesn’t	like	to	talk
about	why	he	quit.	He	was	really	miserable	for	a	couple	of	years,	but	he	finally
saw	 the	 light	 and	 came	 up	 with	 a	 revised	 BEP	 a	 few	 months	 ago.	 He	 starts
community	college	in	the	fall	and	has	an	interest	in	business.	Then	he	plans	on
heading	 to	Eastern	Michigan	University	 over	 in	Ypsilanti	 to	 finish	 his	 degree.
There.	 That’s	 his	 BEP.	 Yeah,	 it	 might	 not	 be	 the	 most	 ambitious	 plan	 in	 the



world,	but	it’s	something,	right?	And	something	is	better	than	nothing,	which	is
exactly	what	most	people	in	Blaine	have.	Nothing.
Nothing.
Anyway,	 we	 live	 in	 this	 small,	 blue-collar	 subdivision	 lined	 with	 tiny	 old

bungalows,	 mature	 maples,	 and	 uneven	 sidewalks.	 For	 the	 adults,	 it’s	 a	 safe,
tight-knit	 world,	 the	 kind	 of	 place	 where	 everybody	 knows,	 or	 tries	 to	 know,
what	everybody	else	is	up	to.	For	guys	like	me,	it’s	like	being	a	piece	of	shrapnel
inside	of	a	ticking	bomb.	I	 just	want	the	thing	to	explode	and	propel	me	as	far
away	as	possible.
My	best	friend	Tank	Foster	lives	five	houses	down.	His	parents	are	divorced.

Tank	never	 sees	his	mom.	Nobody	ever	 sees	Tank’s	mom.	She’s	a	drug	addict
and	lives	somewhere	in	Detroit.	I	guess	you	could	say	she	made	it	out	of	Blaine
for	 all	 the	 wrong	 reasons.	 As	 for	 Tank’s	 father,	 Dale,	 he’s	 some	 kind	 of
undercover	cop.	I	admire	Big	Dale	Foster	because	he’s	the	only	adult	male	in	the
neighborhood	who	doesn’t	work	at	 the	Michigan	Avenue	 truck	assembly	plant
that	 towers	over	our	neighborhood	like	a	giant	prison	guard	 tower.	The	man	is
hardly	ever	home,	so	we	have	the	house	to	ourselves	often.	Nice.
Sarah,	Tank’s	fraternal	twin,	she’s	seven	minutes	older,	but	their	proximity	in

age	doesn’t	 carry	over	 into	genetics.	Physically	and	 socially,	 she	and	Tank	are
total	opposites.	Tank’s	incredibly	strong	and	kind	of	psycho,	always	looking	for
fights	 and	 other	 insane	 ways	 to	 act	 out	 his	 violent	 urges.	 Despite	 his	 social
popularity,	however,	he’s	stupid	and	gets	bad	grades.	 I	 let	him	cheat	off	of	me
constantly,	and	I	know	he	would	have	failed	a	grade	or	two	without	my	services.
Regardless,	Tank’s	grades	 aren’t	 a	vital	part	of	his	BEP.	But	his	body	 is.	He’s
been	 getting	 letters	 of	 interest	 from	 the	 most	 elite	 wrestling	 colleges	 in	 the
country	since	he	was	a	freshman.	Barring	some	catastrophic	physical	injury	as	a
senior,	Tank	Foster	will	definitely	make	it	out	of	Blaine.
As	for	Sarah,	now,	she’s	a	genius,	a	bookworm	with	thick	glasses	and	a	set	of

braces	 that	 look	 like	 a	 roll	 of	 aluminum	 foil	 when	 she	 smiles.	 She	 has	 long,
scraggly	 dark	 hair	 and	wears	 these	 sundresses	 that	 remind	me	 of	 wrinkly	 old
ladies	in	Florida.	Tank	and	I	taunt	her	every	chance	we	get,	often	breaking	her	to
the	point	of	tears.	She	spends	most	of	her	time	avoiding	us,	but	when	it	comes	to
her	 and	guys,	Tank’s	obsessively	overprotective	of	her	 and	 she	knows	 it.	He’s



always	telling	me	how	happy	he	is	that	his	twin	sister	is	an	ugly	geek,	because
he	fears	he	might	kill	any	guy	who	asks	her	out.
Sarah	Foster.
As	of	mid-June,	she’s	the	last	girl	I	expect	to	fall	in	love	with.
So,	on	June	15th,	the	day	after	school	lets	out	for	summer,	Tank	and	I	walk	the

two	 blocks	 to	 Huey’s	 Party	 Store	 after	 lunch,	 a	 routine	we’ve	 followed	 since
middle	school.
We’re	about	halfway	there,	talking	about	Maxim	models,	when	I	say,	“Hey,	I

was	channel	surfing	last	night	and	saw	Captain	Rick	on	CNN.”
“Cool,”	Tank	says,	squinting	from	the	sun	and	wiping	sweat	from	his	brow.	“Is

he	on	that	mission	he	was	talking	to	us	about?”
“Yeah,”	 I	 say,	noticing	Tank’s	bulging	biceps	 and	 stump-like	 thighs.	 “That’s

the	 thing.	 I	mean,	 the	 guy’s	 in	 space	 right	 now.”	 I	 point	 toward	 the	 blue	 sky.
“One	month	ago	he’s	giving	a	talk	in	our	school	gym,	and	now	he’s	orbiting	the
planet.”	 I	 shake	my	 head,	 amazed.	 “So	 I’m	watching	 him	 give	 this	 interview
from	the	shuttle	and	I’m	thinking,	man,	now	there’s	a	guy	who	got	the	hell	out	of
Blaine.”
Tank	laughs.	“I’d	say	Captain	Rick	holds	 the	record	for	 the	greatest	distance

between	a	human	being	and	Blaine,	Michigan.”
“I	can’t	wait	to	pull	a	Captain	Rick.”
“Same	here,	man.”	Tank	pats	me	on	the	shoulder.	“One	more	year,	Zach.	One

more	year.”
Huey’s	 Party	 Store	 is	 an	 ugly	 green	 building	 across	 the	 street	 from	 the

assembly	 plant.	 On	 hot	 days	 like	 this,	 I	 look	 forward	 to	 the	 blast	 of	 air-
conditioning	that	always	hits	me	when	I	enter.	Inside,	a	massive	floor-to-ceiling
beverage	cooler	occupies	half	of	the	the	rear	wall.	There’s	an	open	doorway	in
the	middle	that	leads	to	a	small	back	room,	where	the	stock	boys	hang	out	and
load	the	cooler	through	its	rear-entry	door.	The	cooler	is	this	sort	of	blue-collar,
beer-drinking	 holy	 site.	 Everybody	 in	 Blaine	 knows	 about	 Huey’s	 prized
possession	and	 respects	him	for	maintaining	 the	coldest	beverages	 in	 the	state.
That’s	 the	 rumor,	 anyway.	 I	 like	 to	 think	 of	 Huey’s	 as	 the	 nucleus	 of	 Blaine.
Without	the	store,	the	city	dries	up	and	dies,	guaranteed.
We	say	hello	 to	Huey,	who	has	his	elbows	on	 the	counter,	 reading	 the	paper



with	 one	 of	 those	 old	 school	 no-filter	 cigarettes	wedged	 between	 his	 lips.	His
eyes	are	bloodshot,	but	his	dark,	thick	hair	and	deep	tan	give	him	a	healthy	glow.
I’m	following	Tank	to	the	Gatorade	section	of	the	cooler	when	Huey	calls	me

over.	As	usual,	classic	rock	plays	loudly	through	two	ceiling	speakers.
“Hey,	Zach,	come	here	a	second,”	he	says.
I	stop	and	turn	and	walk	toward	him,	thinking	about	how	in	the	six	years	I’ve

been	coming	here	he’s	never	said	anything	to	me	outside	of	a	standard	greeting.
Tank	is	close	behind	me,	so	I	turn	toward	him	and	shrug.	He	shrugs	back.
When	 I	 reach	 the	 counter,	 Huey’s	 reading	 the	 sports	 section,	 studying	 the

horse	numbers	from	the	Northville	track.	A	cloud	of	smoke	forms	in	front	of	his
face	every	time	he	exhales,	but	he	seems	used	to	it,	doesn’t	even	bother	waving
it	away.
Without	looking	up,	he	coughs	and	says,	“I	asked	for	Zach,	Tank,	not	you.”	I

turn	toward	Tank	again,	who	rolls	his	eyes	and	heads	back	toward	the	cooler.
“What	is	it,	Huey?”	I	ask.
He	folds	the	paper	and	glances	to	his	left	and	right.	Then	he	stares	at	Tank	for

what	seems	like	a	full	minute.	“The	kid’s	old	man	is	some	kind	of	cop,	right?”	he
whispers.	Smoke	streams	out	of	his	mouth	and	nostrils	when	he	speaks.
“Tank’s	dad?”	I	whisper	back.
“Yeah,	Tank’s	dad.”
“He’s	 a	 cop,	 but	 he’s	 never	 home.”	 I	 look	 behind	 me.	 Tank	 has	 his	 back

turned,	scanning	the	Gatorade	and	energy	drinks.	I	turn	toward	Huey.	“It’s	some
kind	 of	 undercover	 work,	 but	 that’s	 all	 I	 know,	 and	 I	 think	 that’s	 all	 Tank
knows.”
“What’s	he	look	like?”
“Depends	 on	 the	 day.	 He	 changes	 a	 lot.	 You	 know,	 because	 of	 all	 the

undercover	stuff.”
“But,	in	general,”	Huey	says,	still	whispering,	keeping	an	eye	on	Tank	through

a	pair	of	large,	circular	security	mirrors	mounted	in	the	upper	corners	of	the	back
wall.	“What’s	the	guy	look	like?”
“I	haven’t	seen	him	in	a	few	months,	but	he’s	got	a	lot	of	muscles,	kind	of	like

Tank	 but	 even	 bigger.	 Last	 time	 I	 saw	 him	 he	 had	 one	 of	 those	 nasty	 black
mustaches	 that	curls	up	at	both	ends,	but	he	shaves	 it	off	every	now	and	 then.



Does	 that	 with	 his	 hair,	 too.	 I	 mean,	 it’s	 usually	 long	 and	 black,	 like	 the
weedheads	at	school.	But	sometimes	he’s	totally	bald.”
Huey	nods	and	rubs	his	eyebrows	with	his	right	hand	as	if	he	has	a	headache.

He	takes	another	look	at	Tank	through	the	mirrors.
“What	about	tattoos?”	he	asks,	lighting	a	new	cigarette	from	the	still-burning

end	of	his	previous	one	and	stubbing	out	the	old	one	in	a	red	plastic	ashtray.	“He
have	any	tattoos?”
“Yeah.”	I	point	to	my	right	forearm.	“A	big	green	dragon,	right	here.”
“Son	of	a	…	”	He	trails	off	and	shakes	his	head.	Then	he	reaches	beneath	the

counter,	raises	a	can	of	beer	to	his	lips,	and	takes	a	huge	gulp	before	putting	it
back.
I	turn.	Tank’s	browsing	the	protein	bars,	an	unopened	can	of	something	in	one

hand.	He	catches	me	looking	at	him.	I	turn	away.
“Listen,”	Huey	says.	“Do	me	a	favor	and	keep	an	eye	out	for	Tank’s	old	man,

okay?	If	you	see	him,	let	me	know	what	he’s	looking	like.	Peek	around	the	house
a	little	if	you	can.	See	if	you	can	learn	anything	more	about	what	he	does,	where
he	works.	Stuff	like	that.”
I	squint.	“You	want	me	to	spy	on	my	best	friend’s	dad?”
“Call	it	what	you	want,	James	Bond.”
He	reaches	into	his	front	pocket	and	pulls	out	a	thick	wad	of	cash,	peels	off	a

fifty,	and	slides	it	across	the	counter	toward	me.	Then	he	raises	his	eyebrows	and
points	at	the	bill,	my	signal	to	take	it.	I	grab	it	and	shove	it	deep	into	my	front
pocket.
“There’s	 a	 lot	 more	 where	 that	 came	 from,	 but	 you	 have	 to	 earn	 it.”	 Huey

shifts	his	gaze	toward	Tank.	“He’s	gonna	ask	what	we	talked	about.	You	tell	him
it	was	personal	 stuff	 about	your	 family,	got	 it?”	 I	nod.	 “Think	you	can	handle
this?”	I	nod	again,	totally	into	the	idea	of	earning	easy	money.
A	crashing	sound	comes	from	the	back	room,	like	shattering	glass—a	lot	of	it.
“Aw,	Christ!”	Huey	shouts.	“What’s	going	on	back	there,	Brandon?”
Brandon	Watkins,	a	tall,	thin	dude	with	red	hair	and	white	skin	peppered	with

freckles,	 comes	 running	 out	 of	 the	 back	 room,	 a	 pained	 look	 on	 his	 face.
Brandon	is	Justin’s	age,	attends	Michigan	State,	and	works	for	Huey	during	the
summer.



“Sorry,	Huey.	A	whole	stack	of	bottles	fell.	I	need	some	help.”
Huey	says,	“Well,	idiot,	if	you	stack	them	right,	things	like	that	don’t	happen.”

Poor	Brandon	disappears	into	the	back	room.	Huey	checks	his	watch.	“Man,”	he
says,	 “the	noon	 shift	 lets	out	 in	 ten	minutes.”	 I	 realize	he’s	 talking	 to	himself.
“Better	clean	it	now,”	he	mumbles.
He	finishes	what’s	left	of	his	beer,	winks	at	me,	and	makes	his	way	out	from

behind	the	long	front	counter	that	runs	the	length	of	the	store.	He	tells	us	to	wait
for	 him	 at	 the	 register	 if	 we	 decide	 to	 buy	 anything,	 says	 he’ll	 be	 back	 in	 a
minute	or	two	to	get	ready	for	the	rush.	Then	he	hustles	into	the	back	room.
“You	want	one	of	these?”	Tank	calls,	showing	me	a	shiny	and	colorful	can	of

the	latest	energy	drink.
“Yeah,	I’ll	try	one.”	I	turn	and	face	the	cooler.	“Grab	me	a	Slim	Jim,	too.”
Watching	Tank	grab	the	drink	and	Slim	Jim,	I	tease	the	fifty	halfway	out	of	my

pocket	and	gaze	at	it	for	a	moment	before	shoving	it	back	down.
“What	 was	 Dawkins	 whispering	 about?”	 he	 asks,	 laying	 our	 items	 on	 the

counter.
“Nothing,	really,	just	some	stuff	about	all	the	layoffs	at	the	plant.	He	told	me

not	to	worry	about	the	gossip,	said	my	parents’	jobs	are	safe.”
“That	 guy’s	 never	 liked	 me.”	 Tank	 stares	 at	 the	 fully	 stocked	 liquor	 and

cigarette	shelves	behind	the	counter.	“He	always	gives	me	dirty	looks.”
“Huey	 likes	 everybody,	 Tank.”	 I	 turn	 and	 gaze	 out	 the	 windows	 at	 the

assembly	 plant.	 The	 noon	 shift	 is	 letting	 out,	 dozens	 of	 filthy	 men	 in	 blue
exiting.
“He	likes	everybody	except	me.	He’s	a	prick	when	I’m	around.”
We	 hear	 Huey	 and	 Brandon	 cleaning	 up	 the	 mess	 in	 the	 back	 room,	 Huey

swearing,	Brandon	apologizing.	Outside,	the	workers	march	forward,	an	army	of
tired	faces	and	sweaty	bodies.	Most	of	them	smoke	cigarettes.	Some	talk	on	their
cells.	The	older	ones	carry	metal	lunch	pails	that	gleam	in	the	sunlight.
Tank	 looks	 back	 toward	 the	 stockroom	 for	 a	moment,	 then	gives	me	 a	 look

and	 a	 crooked	 smile	 before	 hopping	 over	 the	 counter	 with	 the	 agility	 of	 an
Olympic	gymnast.	He	grabs	a	pint	of	Jim	Beam	and	a	pack	of	Marlboros,	the	red
ones,	 tucks	 them	both	 in	 the	 front	of	his	waist	 and	pulls	his	 shirt	 loosely	over
them.	Then	he	jumps	back	over	to	my	side,	completing	the	crime	in	less	than	ten



seconds,	too	fast	for	me	to	utter	a	single	word.	He	gives	a	playful	elbow	to	my
bicep	and	smiles.
“What’s	that	all	about?”	I	ask.
“Huey	Dawkins	 is	 a	 prick.”	 Tank	 says	 it	 calmly.	 “The	 guy	 deserves	 it,”	 he

adds,	again	with	no	emotion	in	his	voice.
Seconds	 later,	 the	 sounds	 from	 the	 back	 room	 stop.	Huey	 comes	 out	with	 a

fresh	beer	 and	 rings	up	our	 items.	Tank	and	 I	pay	with	 loose	change,	 and	 I’m
careful	to	keep	the	fifty	out	of	sight.	Huey’s	spirits	lift	as	he	watches	the	workers
approach	the	entrance.	He	lights	a	cigarette	and	tells	us	to	have	a	nice	day,	giving
me	a	nod	as	Tank	walks	toward	the	door.
The	 autoworkers	 stream	 in	 as	 we	 leave,	 most	 of	 them	 complaining	 about

unfair	 Japanese	 trade	 practices,	 future	 layoff	 notices,	 and	 all	 the	 white-collar
executives	who	have	murdered	the	American	automotive	companies.
Passing	them,	I	recognize	the	familiar	smells	of	metal,	grease,	and	smoke	that

I	associate	with	Mom	and	Dad’s	arrival	home	every	evening.
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A	few	days	after	Tank’s	theft,	I	have	this	heated	argument	with	Dad	about	why	I
have	to	continue	playing	football,	a	sport	I	hate.	We’re	in	the	kitchen	and	Mom’s
making	dinner,	her	famous	meatloaf	and	mashed	potatoes.	She’s	yelling	at	us	to
stop,	which	we	finally	do.	Then	Dad	grabs	two	cans	of	beer	from	the	fridge	and
storms	out	the	front	door.
I’m	on	my	way	to	my	bedroom	when	Mom	pulls	me	aside	and	sits	me	down	at

the	 kitchen	 table.	 She	 sits	 across	 from	 me.	 I’m	 readying	 myself	 for	 another
lecture,	 but	 when	 I	 look	 at	 her	 I	 see	 tears	 in	 her	 eyes.	 Now,	Mom’s	 a	 tough
woman	and	she	rarely	lets	me	see	her	cry,	so	watching	her	like	this	gives	me	a
lump	in	my	throat.
She	wraps	 her	 hands	 around	mine	 and	 squeezes.	 I’m	 still	 shaking	 from	 the

fight.
“You	have	to	stop	asking	to	quit,	Zach.”
“Why?	I’m	horrible	and	I	hate	it.	I	hate	the	practices.	I	hate	the	games.	I	hate	it

all.”
We	stare	at	each	other	for	a	few	moments.	Rays	of	late-afternoon	sunlight	slice

through	the	side	window	and	strike	her	face.	She	looks	old.	This	is	the	first	time
I’ve	ever	thought	that.
She	looks	away,	clears	her	throat.	“I	know	it’s	not	your	favorite	thing,	but	you

have	to	stop	asking	to	quit.	I’m	asking	you	to	stick	with	it	for	one	more	year.	Do
you	understand	that?	You	need	to	play	football	as	a	senior,	and	you	need	to	like
it.”
“Why?	He	let	Justin	quit	after	his	junior	year.	Why	not	me?”
“Because	part	of	him	dies	every	time	you	complain	about	it.”	She	stares	over

my	 shoulder,	 looks	 at	 the	 front	 door,	 then	 back	 at	me.	 “You’re	 his	 last	 hope,



Zach.	The	only	thing	he	has	left.	You	know	how	much	he	loves	football,	how	he
always	talks	about	his	high	school	playing	days.	He	made	a	mistake	with	Justin
and	he	knows	it,	letting	him	quit	like	that.	Your	father,	he	always	said	he’d	never
force	 his	 boys	 to	 do	 anything	 they	 didn’t	want	 to	 do.”	 She	 pauses.	 “But	with
football,	he	 figured	you	 two	would	 just	naturally	 love	 it,	 like	 it’s	 in	 the	 family
blood	or	something.”
“Justin	didn’t	hate	football,	Mom.	He	hated	Coach	Horton.	He	was	on	his	way

to	 a	 full-ride,	 but	 then,	boom!	He	quit	 out	of	nowhere	 and	 still	 refuses	 to	 talk
about	it.”
“Yeah,	 good	 ol’	 Coach	 Horton,”	 she	 says,	 letting	 go	 of	 my	 hands	 as	 she

glances	at	the	oven.	“That	man’s	a	piece	of	work,	I’ll	admit	that.”	The	smells	of
meat	and	onions	fill	the	kitchen.
“What	would	happen	if	I	did	quit?”
“That’s	 not	 an	 issue,	 because	 you	won’t.	You	 need	 to	 do	 this	 for	 your	dad,

okay?”	I	realize	she’s	not	asking	anymore,	she’s	telling.	“Stick	with	it	for	him,
for	me,	and	for	you.”	She	forces	a	smile.	“Look,	that’s	all	I’m	saying	about	it.”
She	stands	and	walks	to	the	oven.
“Does	he	actually	think	I	can	get	a	scholarship?	I	mean,	I	suck	pretty	bad.	I’m

the	 worst	 player	 on	 the	 field.	 Everybody	 knows	 it.	 Justin	 has	 all	 the	 athletic
genes	in	this	family,	not	me.”
“I	think	your	dad	says	things	like	that	to	keep	you	motivated.”
“Mom,	he’s	not	exactly	joyful	at	the	games.	He’s	a	psycho	up	there.”
“You	know	what	I	mean,”	she	says.	And	then,	with	a	serious	look:	“Look	at	it

this	way,	Zach.	 If	 you	do	 this,	 and	you	will,	 you’re	going	 to	help	him	…	and
me.”	She	 looks	 around	 the	 small	kitchen	and	gazes	out	 the	window	above	 the
sink	 into	 our	 tiny	 backyard,	 staring	 at	 the	 assembly	 plant	 and	 its	 towering
smokestacks	in	the	distance.	“He	doesn’t	have	much.	Nobody	in	Blaine	does.	I
mean,	yeah,	it’d	be	nice	if	we	lived	in	Blaine	Heights,	but	we	don’t.”	She	pauses,
still	 looking	 out	 the	window,	 as	 if	 imagining	 the	wealthy	 lifestyle	 she’s	 never
known.	Then	she	grabs	a	dishtowel,	dries	her	hands,	and	turns	to	open	the	oven.
I	stare	at	the	empty	chair	across	from	me.	Arguing	further	would	be	pointless.

But	deep	down	I	still	totally	hate	the	fact	that	they	let	Justin,	an	all-state	athlete,
quit	 and	not	me.	The	 last	 thing	 I	want	 is	 to	 spend	 the	 first	 four	months	of	my



senior	year	as	a	football	prisoner,	and	that’s	exactly	what	the	football	program	at
Blaine	Memorial	High	School	 is,	a	prison	 that	 sucks	away	your	 life	much	 like
the	assembly	plant	sucks	away	my	parents’	lives.
The	front	door	opens	and	Dad	comes	in	for	dinner.	We	eat	in	silence,	the	only

sounds	 those	of	 silverware	 scraping	plates	 and	 lips	 smacking	 food.	 I	glance	at
Mom	and	Dad	often.	They	don’t	 look	 at	 each	other	 or	 smile	 during	 the	 entire
meal.	Typical	behavior,	especially	lately.
But,	hey,	at	least	the	meatloaf	and	potatoes	taste	wonderful.
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Okay,	it	goes	like	this:	I’m	jealous	of	Tank	because	his	dad	gave	him	the	entire
basement	 as	 his	 bedroom,	 complete	 with	 his	 own	 sixty-inch	 TV,	 a	 sweet	 cell
phone,	and	the	latest	laptop.	It’s	the	total	hookup.	See,	Mr.	Foster	is	so	proud	of
Tank’s	 wrestling	 achievements	 that	 he	 gives	 him	 stuff	 whenever	 he	 wins	 a
tournament.	Well,	 Tank	 wins	 a	 lot	 of	 tournaments.	My	 dad	 can	 barely	 afford
basic	cable.	We	have	one	box	and	one	ancient	TV,	both	of	which	are	in	the	living
room,	where	Dad	drinks	beer	and	smokes	cigarettes	from	five	to	midnight	every
evening.
So	 this	 is	 totally	 embarrassing	 and	 all	 that,	 but	 usually	 the	 only	 way	 I	 can

watch	cable	is	to	go	to	Tank’s.
And	 this	 is	 even	 more	 totally	 embarrassing,	 but	 the	 only	 computer	 in	 our

house	is	in	Justin’s	room,	but	Justin’s	never	home	and	he	always	keeps	his	room
locked	when	he’s	out.
Translation:	the	only	way	I	can	surf	on	a	regular	basis	is	to	go	to	Tank’s.
So	 I	walk	 to	his	house	 four	days	after	 the	 silent	dinner	with	Mom	and	Dad,

hoping	to	snoop	around	a	bit	to	see	if	I	can	dig	up	anything	on	Big	Dale.	It’s	a
hot	and	muggy	evening.	I’m	dripping	sweat	by	the	time	I	reach	his	porch,	kind
of	excited	about	the	prospect	of	doing	my	first	real	professional	spy	work.
Since	Sarah	and	Mr.	Foster	are	never	around,	I’m	used	to	walking	in	without

knocking,	 something	 Tank	 insists	 I	 do	 because	 he	 hates	 coming	 up	 from	 the
basement	 to	 let	 me	 in.	 This	 always	 makes	 me	 nervous	 because	…	well,	 you
know,	his	dad’s	a	cop	and	all	that	and	has	plenty	of	guns	and	stuff	lying	around,
so	I	always	make	a	point	of	peeking	through	the	glass	triangle	at	the	top	of	the
white	front	door	before	turning	the	knob.
But	 tonight	 the	 house	 isn’t	 empty.	 Strange.	 I	 can	 see	 Tank’s	 dad	 and	 sister



eating	 dinner	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 right	 there	 at	 the	 old	 brown	Formica	 table,	 a	 big
bucket	of	Kentucky	Fried	Chicken	resting	in	the	middle.	Tank’s	dad	is	sitting	at
the	far	end,	facing	me,	and	Sarah	is	at	the	opposite	end,	her	back	to	me.
One	thing	about	the	Fosters:	they	live	off	of	fast	food,	which	is	another	reason

I’m	so	jealous	of	Tank.	I	mean,	I	can	totally	smell	 the	Colonel’s	special	recipe
out	here	on	 the	porch.	And	one	 time—and	 I	 so	 swear	 this	 is	 true—Mr.	Foster
served	Taco	Bell	in	place	of	turkey	on	Thanksgiving.
So	I’m	about	to	knock,	but	I	pull	my	hand	back	at	the	last	moment	and	decide

to	 do	 a	 little	 surveillance	 on	Mr.	 Foster,	 a	man	 I	 haven’t	 seen	 in	 nearly	 three
months.	I	also	realize	that	once	I	do	enter	the	house,	I	might	be	able	to	make	my
first	 play	 on	 him.	 If	 all	 goes	 according	 to	 plan,	 I’ll	 get	 him	 to	 reveal	 some
information	that	will	earn	me	another	fifty	bucks	from	Huey.
Dale	Foster	wears	 a	white	 tank	 top	 that	 sticks	 to	 his	 bulging	muscles	 like	 a

second	skin.	He	has	a	deep	tan	and	sports	straight	black	hair,	slicked	back	and
shoulder	length.	His	mustache	is	thick,	but	the	twisted-up	corners	are	missing,	a
fact	that	pisses	me	off	a	little	because	…	well,	let’s	face	it:	you	don’t	exactly	see
mustaches	like	that	very	often.
Despite	 his	 intimidating	 physical	 appearance,	 Mr.	 Foster	 is	 smiling	 and

laughing,	 listening	 to	Sarah	 talk	about	something,	probably	bragging	about	her
grades	 again.	As	 he	 reaches	 into	 the	 bucket	 for	 a	 chicken	 leg,	 I	 catch	 a	 brief
glimpse	of	the	green	dragon	tattoo	on	his	right	forearm,	but	I	see	something	else,
too:	 a	 gun.	 There	 it	 is,	 tucked	 along	 the	 left	 side	 of	 his	 ribcage,	 a	 big	 black
rubber	handle	sticking	out	of	a	black	leather	holster.	I	wonder	if	he’s	ever	killed
anybody.	Tank	said	his	dad	served	in	the	first	Gulf	War	but	never	talks	about	it.
Yeah,	I	decide,	the	guy’s	definitely	killed	people,	probably	lots.
I’m	debating	whether	 to	 leave	when,	 for	 some	 reason,	 I	 look	 at	 the	back	of

Sarah’s	head.	There’s	something	different	about	it,	but	I	can’t	figure	out	what.
After	a	few	moments	it	hits	me.	She’s	gotten	a	haircut,	a	big	one,	at	least	eight

inches	 taken	off.	And	her	hair	 isn’t	dirty	and	matted	anymore.	 It’s	 smooth	and
shiny,	 a	 thick,	 luxurious-looking	 tumble	 of	 dark	 hair	 ending	 just	 above	 her
shoulders.	Her	 sense	 of	 fashion	 has	 changed,	 too.	 She’s	 all	Abercrombied-out
now.
Wow.



Now	I’m	staring	at	the	white	tank-top	straps	resting	on	her	tan	and	otherwise
bare	 shoulders.	She’s	 actually	wearing	 an	 in-style	 shirt!	Looking	 at	 her	 legs,	 I
notice	a	pair	of	denim	short	shorts	that	make	me	feel	funny	inside.
Then	this	thought:	Is	this	really	Sarah	Foster?	No,	it	can’t	be.	It	has	to	be	some

other	girl.	Maybe	it’s	one	of	Sarah’s	friends?	No,	wait,	maybe	it’s	Tank’s	mom.
Maybe	she’s	cleaned	up	and	they’re	trying	to	work	things	out.	Yes,	that’s	it!
No,	that’s	not	it.
Because	 the	more	 I	 study	 this	 mysterious	 female,	 the	more	 I	 realize	 she	 is

Sarah.	I	mean,	the	way	the	back	of	her	head	bounces	slightly	from	side	to	side	as
she	talks.	The	way	she	gestures	with	her	right	hand,	extending	it	out	and	rotating
her	wrist	wildly,	 totally	 engrossed	with	whatever	 story	 she’s	 telling.	These	 are
signature	Sarah	Foster	moves.
Then	other	thoughts,	troubling	ones:	Why	am	I	staring	at	her	if	I	know	it’s	just

geeky	Sarah?	After	all,	this	is	a	girl	I’ve	picked	on	for	years,	Tank’s	nerdy	twin
who’s	so	easy	to	make	cry.	Yet	now	I	can	identify	her—even	after	her	pre-senior
year	makeover	 or	whatever—without	 seeing	her	 face.	 It’s	 her,	 but	 it’s	 not	 her.
But,	 of	 course,	 it	 is	 Sarah.	 Sarah	 Foster.	 So	 what’s	 happening?	 Why	 is	 my
stomach	flipping	around	like	this?	Why	do	I	recognize	her	simply	from	her	head
and	arm	movements?
I	 take	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 swallow,	 aware	 of	 my	 Adam’s	 apple	 bobbing.	 I

suddenly	 feel	 like	 a	 total	 perv,	 standing	 here	 drooling	 over	 my	 best	 friend’s
sister’s	copper	shoulders	and	legs.
I’m	 about	 to	 run	 home,	 but	when	 I	 look	 up	 for	 one	 last	 glance,	 I	 see	Dale

Foster’s	scary	eyes	staring	at	me	through	the	glass	triangle.	He	gives	me	one	of
those	 cop	 looks,	 like	 he’s	 always	 expecting	 danger,	 and	 I	 half-expect	 him	 to
reach	for	his	gun,	but	he	doesn’t.	He	just	looks	at	me	and	cocks	his	head	to	the
right.	I	try	to	play	it	off	the	best	I	can,	waving	my	hand	in	front	of	the	window
and	ringing	the	doorbell,	but	I’m	pretty	sure	he’s	just	busted	me	checking	out	his
daughter.
He	says	something	to	Sarah.
She	stands	and	turns.
And	I	fall	in	love.
She	sees	me	through	the	glass	triangle	and	rolls	her	eyes.	I	look	down	at	her



hips,	swaying	gently	 in	 those	short	shorts,	and	notice	 that	she	has	curves.	This
catches	me	totally	off	guard	and	makes	me	nervous,	makes	me	realize	I’ll	never
tease	her	again.	How	did	this	happen	so	quickly?	How	does	a	girl	go	from	geek
to	goddess	overnight	…	without	plastic	surgery?
She	opens	the	door,	holds	it	for	me.
“Hey,	Zach,”	she	says.	I	nod,	unable	to	speak,	which	must	look	funny	because

she	simply	turns	and	walks	back	to	the	table,	leaving	behind	a	lavender-scented
breeze.
At	this	point	I	realize	her	smile	has	changed,	too.	It’s	so	big	and	so	…	white.

The	 braces—they’re	 gone!	 The	 Sarah	 Foster	 aluminum	 railroad	 has	 been
dismantled	and	replaced	with	a	smooth	ivory	highway.
“Tank’s	in	the	basement,”	she	says,	looking	at	her	dad	now.
I	 step	 into	 the	kitchen.	Dale	Foster	 stares	at	me	and	gives	me	 the	once-over

like	I’m	some	wanted	suspect.	He	gives	me	a	nod.	“So	what’s	new,	Zach?”
“Not	much.”	I	steal	a	glance	at	his	gun.	He	notices,	brings	his	left	arm	down

over	the	holster.	I	look	for	a	badge	or	some	other	form	of	ID	clipped	to	his	belt,
but	I	can’t	see	behind	the	table.
I	glance	at	Sarah.	She’s	looking	at	me	out	of	the	corner	of	her	eye.	She	looks

away,	 but	 there’s	 a	 moment	 there,	 a	 little	 eye	 flirting	 that	 releases	 butterflies
throughout	my	 stomach.	 I	 shift	my	 gaze	 back	 to	Mr.	 Foster,	who	 proceeds	 to
shift	his	gaze	between	his	daughter	and	me.
“Haven’t	seen	you	in	a	while,”	he	says.	“Your	mom	and	dad	doing	okay?”
“Fine,”	I	say.	“They’re	still	slaves	to	that	stupid	factory.”
He	 raises	his	eyebrows.	“You	 think	you’re	better	 than	 them,	 the	people	who

work	there?”
“No,	not	better.	I	didn’t	say	that.	I	just	have	different	goals	is	all,	like	getting

out	of	Blaine	one	day.	Don’t	take	this	the	wrong	way	or	anything,	but	everybody
around	 here	 always	 seems	 so	 depressed,	 like	 they	 can’t	 believe	 they’re	 stuck
working	in	a	truck	plant.	Me,	my	goal	is	to	cross	Michigan	Avenue	one	day	and
settle	down	in	Blaine	Heights,	because	this	place,	well,	it	pretty	much	sucks.	I’m
gonna	pull	a	Captain	Rick	and	blast	the	hell	out	of	here.”
He	stares	at	me,	expressionless,	 for	what	 seems	 like	a	minute.	Then	a	 slight

smile	crosses	his	face.	“That’s	good,	Zach.	It’s	good	you	have	goals.	Goals	are



important.”	He	 looks	 at	 Sarah.	 She	 smiles	 and	 looks	 down	 at	 her	 plate.	 “Tell
Zach	the	goal	we	were	just	talking	about.”
“No,	Dad,	please,”	she	says,	embarrassed.
“Come	on,	Sarah,”	he	says	and	laughs.	She	shakes	her	head.	“Fine,”	he	says.

“I’ll	 tell	 him.”	To	me:	 “Sarah	 has	 a	 goal	 of	 getting	 into	Harvard.”	He	pauses.
“How	 about	 that?”	He	 holds	 up	 a	 folded	 piece	 of	 paper	 resting	 near	 the	KFC
bucket	and	smiles.	“And	with	these	test	scores,	she’ll	get	in	anywhere.”
“Well,	if	anyone	can	get	into	Harvard,	it’s	Sarah,”	I	say.
She	looks	at	me	as	if	in	shock.	As	far	as	I	know,	this	is	the	first	compliment

I’ve	 ever	 given	 her.	Another	 thing:	 I’ve	 never	 noticed	 how	 big	 and	 green	 her
eyes	are	before,	and	there’s	a	reason	for	that,	I	finally	realize.	She’s	not	wearing
glasses!	Those	thick	lenses	and	ridiculous	frames	are	history.	Thank	God.
“Thanks,	Zach,”	she	says	and	looks	down	again.
“So,	are	you	sticking	with	football	for	senior	year?”	Mr.	Foster	asks.
“It’s	summer.	I’m	trying	not	to	think	about	football.”	I	pause.	“Hey,	you	know

Coach	Horton,	right?”
He	 laughs.	 “Yeah,	 I	 know	 Hank	 Horton.	 He’s	 all	 right,	 I	 guess,	 but	 don’t

believe	everything	the	guy	says.”
“Oh,	 I	 don’t,”	 I	 say.	 “Trust	me.	 I	mean,	people	worship	 the	guy,	but	 there’s

always	 been	 something	 about	 him	 that	 creeps	 me	 out.	 He’s	 a	 great	 football
coach,	but	…	I	don’t	know.”	I	shrug.	“Never	mind.”
“Well,”	Mr.	Foster	says,	“I	can	tell	you	that	he	doesn’t	exactly	practice	what

he	preaches.”
I’m	not	sure	what	to	make	of	that	comment,	so	I	say,	“My	dad	thinks	Horton’s

a	god.”
“Looks	can	be	deceiving.”
An	awkward	silence.
“Well,	 it	 was	 nice	 seeing	 you,	 Mr.	 Foster.”	 I	 turn	 toward	 the	 living	 room,

where	the	basement	stairs	lead	to	Tank’s	underground	palace.
“Hey,	Zach,	wait	a	second,”	he	says.	I	stop	and	turn.	“Anybody	ever	tell	you

you’d	make	a	good	cop?”	I	shake	my	head.	“You’re	a	quick	thinker	and	you	call
things	like	you	see	them.”	He	shrugs	and	looks	down	at	his	gun.	“I	deal	with	a
lot	of	dishonest	people	in	my	line	of	work.	You	seem	like	an	honest	guy.	I	hope



you	stay	that	way.”
“Thanks,”	 I	 say,	 deciding	 now	 is	 a	 perfect	 time	 to	 make	 the	 play	 I	 was

thinking	about	on	the	porch.	“By	the	way,	Huey	Dawkins	was	asking	about	you
the	other	day.”
“He	was?”
And	he	says	it	in	the	totally	coolest	cop	way,	all	calm	about	it	like	it’s	no	big

deal.	But	there	is	a	noticeable	change	in	his	body	language.	He’s	not	holding	my
gaze	anymore,	just	studying	the	bucket	of	chicken	like	it’s	a	textbook.
Sarah	looks	at	me	and	shrugs.
“What	did	he	say?”	Mr.	Foster	asks	calmly.
“Not	much.	Just	wanted	to	know	how	you	were	doing.	I	think	he	was	drunk.”
“Huey’s	always	drunk.”
I	laugh	and	decide	to	press	on	with	the	lies.	“Oh,	and	he	said	he	thought	your

dragon	tattoo	was	cool.”
“He	said	that?”
“Yeah.”
“Interesting,”	 he	 says,	 looking	 at	me	 again.	 “Thanks,	 Zach.	You	want	 some

chicken?”
“No,	thanks.	I	just	ate.”
“Let	Tank	know	it’s	in	the	fridge.”	He	stands.	“Sarah,	I	have	to	make	a	call.	Be

ready	 to	 leave	when	I	come	out.”	He	reaches	for	his	cell	and	disappears	down
the	hallway	leading	to	his	bedroom.
Sarah	and	I	stare	at	each	other.
“Sarah,	you	look	really	…	great.”
She	smiles	and	is	about	to	say	something,	but	then	she	looks	over	my	shoulder

for	a	moment	and	quickly	turns	away.
From	behind	me	 I	 hear	my	best	 friend’s	 voice:	 “The	hell	 you	 talking	 to	 the

geek	for?	Get	down	here,	Zach.”
I	turn	and	follow	Tank	down	the	steps.	Halfway	down	I	realize	something.	I’m

basically	a	double	agent	now.	Dale	Foster	likes	me,	and	I	like	him.	I	respect	him
for	not	working	in	the	plant,	respect	him	for	not	being	a	drunk,	and	admire	his
efforts	to	be	a	good	dad,	especially	with	Tank’s	mom	out	on	the	streets.	I	want	to
know	more	 about	 the	man,	 but	 not	 for	Huey	Dawkins’s	 benefit	 anymore—for



mine.	Of	course,	 if	 I	 can	earn	 some	more	 fifties	 in	 the	process	 I’ll	gladly	 take
them.
The	big	question	now	is	whether	to	let	Tank	in	on	the	secret.
Then	there’s	 the	second	secret:	 I’m	totally	hot	for	his	 twin	sister.	But	 there’s

no	way	I’ll	tell	him	about	that.
At	least	not	yet,	anyway.
Man,	what	a	way	to	start	the	summer.
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