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1.	The	three	words	that	
best	describe	you	…

I	find	out	on	the	first	day	of	the	New	Year	that	I	am	the	least	interesting	person	I
know.
Okay.	 So	 there’s	 this	 stupid	 survey	 that	 Kayla	 sent	 me.	 Everyone	 on	 my

friends	 list	 is	 doing	 it—tagging	 each	 other,	 competing	 to	 be	 the	 coolest,	 the
wittiest,	 the	craziest,	 the	wildest.	Even	my	kid	sister	Dicey’s	answers	are	more
original	than	mine,	and	she’s	only	thirteen.	She	has	her	horseback	riding	and	her
spelling	bees	or	whatever.	What	do	I	do?	Or,	maybe	more	accurately,	what	do	I
do	that	is	only	mine?
I	frown	at	the	screen.	I’ve	been	stuck	on	the	first	question	forever.	What	have

you	 done	 this	 year	 that	 you	 have	 never	 done	 before?	There’s	Kayla’s	 answer,
bold	and	sassy	in	front	of	me.	Kayla,	who	not	only	got	her	own	car	(okay,	so	it’s
an	 old	 hearse,	 painted	 purple),	 but	 also	 lost	 her	 virginity	 and	got	 to	 go	 cliff-
diving	in	Jamaica	for	her	dad’s	wedding	(okay,	so	the	virginity	thing	sounds	like
it	wasn’t	all	that	great,	and	now	she	has	to	put	up	with	the	evil	stepmother,	but
still	).	Looking	at	her	answers	on	this	survey,	I	feel	less	like	her	best	friend	and
more	like	an	inexplicably	drab	accessory.
“Cassandra,	let’s	go.	We’ll	be	late.	And	what	are	you	doing	on	that	computer

again?	I	know	you’ve	been	on	longer	than	an	hour	today.”
Yes,	my	mother	still	restricts	my	computer	use,	as	though	I’m	in	preschool.	I

had	a	tiny	hope	that	some	things	would	change	when	I	turned	seventeen—maybe
my	 parents	 would	 start	 treating	me	 like	 an	 almost-adult—but	 so	 far	 it’s	 been
almost	twenty-four	hours	and	nothing	has	changed.
“Yeah,	I’m	logging	off.”
Dicey	sticks	her	 tongue	out	at	me,	but	when	Mom	looks	over,	 she’s	prim	as

can	be,	her	pink	leather	Bible	carrier	clutched	to	her	chest.	“What	about	Eric?”
she	says,	bouncing	on	her	heels.	“Aren’t	we	waiting	for	him?”



Mom’s	lips	purse	together,	a	sure	sign	she’s	lying.	“Eric	doesn’t	feel	well	this
evening,	honey.	We’ll	go	without	him	this	time.”
Yeah	right.	Okay,	stupid	Internet	survey.	What’s	one	thing	I’ve	done	this	year

that	 I’ve	 never	 done	 before?	How	 about	walking	 in	 on	my	 brother	 giving	 his
boyfriend	 a	 blow	 job?	 No	 need	 to	 wonder	 why	 Eric	 doesn’t	 feel	 like	 sitting
through	Fire	and	Brimstone	Hour	 three	 times	a	week	at	 the	Joyful	News	Bible
Church.
“Let’s	go,	Cass.”	Mom	hands	me	my	church	coat,	a	navy	blue	wool	with	silver

frog	fasteners	up	the	front	that	makes	me	look	about	twelve.	“Don’t	forget	your
Bible	like	last	time.”	I	nod.	My	Bible	is	safely	ensconced	on	the	bookcase	beside
my	bed,	where	it’s	been	for	the	last	two	months.	Gathering	dust.
Dicey	 smiles	 at	 me,	 crossing	 her	 eyes	 for	 the	 tiniest	 of	 moments	 before

trooping	out	the	door	after	Dad.	Dicey’s	all	right,	if	a	little	silly.	Her	presence	in
my	life	feels	sometimes	 like	a	promise	of	good	things	 to	come—like	I	can	see
what	kind	of	sister	she’ll	be	to	me	when	we’re	both	older,	when	we’ll	be	better
aligned,	somehow.
I’m	still	thinking	about	the	survey	when	Pastor	Fordham	stands	and	launches

into	 his	 Neverending	 Sermon.	What	 was	 your	 biggest	 achievement	 this	 year?
Making	it	through	a	semester	of	Trigonometry	without	asking	Ms.	Mueller	why
she	 doesn’t	wax	 her	mustache?	 Speaking	 a	 nearly	 coherent	 sentence	 to	 Flynn
Roberts	while	making	eye	contact?	(Okay,	so	I	actually	 looked	at	his	eyebrow,
and	the	sentence	in	question	was	more	of	a	fragment—“Broken	pencil?”—which
was	fairly	idiotic	anyway,	since	he	was	standing	there	behind	me	in	line	for	the
sharpener.	 It	 was	 no	 surprise	 that	 Flynn	 raised	 an	 irritated	 eyebrow	 and	 said,
“Are	you	done,	then?”	instead	of	whispering	seductively	the	exact	time	I	should
ask	 for	 a	bathroom	pass	 to	meet	him	 for	 a	 secret	make-out	 session	 in	practice
room	three,	as	I	may	or	may	not	have	fantasized	about	him	doing.)
I	 mean,	 Eric	 and	 I	 have	 our	 foster	 pigs—right	 now	 a	 sweet	 pair	 of	 sisters

named	Pumpkin	and	Nutmeg—but	 fostering	 the	guinea	pigs	was	Eric’s	 idea,	a
service	project	for	youth	group,	actually.	And	I	did	manage	to	get	a	job	of	sorts
doing	the	page	layout	for	the	church	newsletter,	but	that’s	only	because	my	mom
is	computer	illiterate.	Is	that	it,	then?	My	greatest	accomplishment	this	year?	Not
stellar	SAT	scores,	not	building	housing	for	homeless	with	my	bare	hands	(okay,
so	Emily	Friar	probably	didn’t	use	her	bare	hands	or	even	really	build	anything,



but	you	wouldn’t	know	 that	by	 reading	her	precious,	 self-congratulatory,	 long-
winded	answer	to	that	stupid	question),	not	winning	a	graphic	novel	contest	like
Kayla	did	and	getting	 flown	out	 to	Seattle	 to	meet	all	 the	artists	 she	worships.
Not	making	 first-chair	violin	 like	Cordelia	Mandelbraun	wrote	about,	but	 like,
does	she	realize	that	nobody	in	the	entire	violin	section	is	any	good?	Most	of	us
only	pretend	to	play.
Dicey’s	 sharp	 elbow	 digs	 into	 my	 side	 and	 I	 sit	 up	 with	 a	 start.	 “I	 wasn’t

sleeping,”	I	whisper-hiss,	elbowing	her	back.
“Daydreaming,”	Dicey	murmurs,	her	eyes	fastened	piously	on	the	preacher,	or

rather	on	the	projection	of	him	that	fills	the	front	wall	of	the	church,	since	Pastor
Fordham	is	prowling	the	aisles—his	holy	spittle	raining	down	on	the	sinners	in
his	wake.
“I’m	contemplating	various	methods	of	suicide,”	I	whisper	back.	Dicey	smirks

and	pulls	her	eyes	away	from	the	front	for	a	brief	moment.
“You’re	going	to	hell,	Cass,”	she	says.	She’s	teasing,	but	she	also	believes	it,	a

little	bit.	Or	she’s	too	scared	to	not	believe.
I	nod	slowly,	looking	around	the	gigantic	church.	Heads	sway	rhythmically	in

time	to	the	preacher’s	rocking	cadence.	“I’m	already	there,	Dice,”	I	say.
It’s	funny,	okay?	A	joke.	But	in	truth,	 it’s	 like	all	of	 this	 is	part	of	 it.	Part	of

this	 feeling,	 like	nothing	I	am,	nothing	I	want,	 is	coming	from	me	alone,	 from
some	essential	core	of	who	I	am	as	a	person—what	makes	me	my	own.	Church
is	my	parents.	Church	is	this	family,	my	sister.	My	brother,	in	a	way	that	gets	a
little	messier.	But	it’s	not	me.
My	 sister	 gives	me	 a	 long	 look.	 “Melodrama,”	 she	 says,	 her	whisper	 barely

audible.	“I’m	telling	you,	you	need	to	try	out	for	the	school	play.”
“Girls.”	Dad	glares	at	us	 from	the	end	of	 the	pew,	but	 I	 see	 the	angle	of	his

frown	and	I	can	tell	it’s	all	for	show.	He	reaches	his	arm	around	my	mother	and
squeezes	my	shoulder	lightly,	his	eyes	fastened	to	the	screen	ahead.	I	try	to	shrug
away	 from	his	hand—from	 this	patriarchal	display	of	possession.	But	he’s	my
dad.	I	watch	his	profile	until	Mom	glances	over	and	nods	pointedly	at	the	screen,
where	 Pastor	 Fordham	 speaks	 fervently	 about	 the	 sinfulness	 of	 what	 he	 calls
sorcery.	What	normal	people	call	fiction.



2.	One	thing	nobody	
knows	about	you	…

Terry,	our	youth	group	director,	sits	at	the	head	of	the	table,	clutching	his	guided
discussion	 questions,	 ready	 to	 lead	 our	 discussion	 on	 the	 topic	 of	 tonight’s
sermon:	fantasy	books.	“I’ve	read	all	of	those	vampire	books,”	confesses	Drew
Godfrey,	slipping	into	the	chair	next	to	me.	Her	hair,	as	usual,	is	not	quite	clean.
I	 force	myself	 to	 smile.	Terry	notices	 I’ve	“forgotten”	my	Bible	once	again.

The	muscle	beneath	his	eye	pulses	twice,	rapidly,	and	his	mouth	turns	down.
“We	can	share,”	Drew	says	quickly.	She	scoots	her	chair	a	few	inches	closer,

her	elbow	brushing	mine.	I	try	not	to	recoil.
“It’s	okay.	I’m	an	auditory	learner.”	One	hour	of	this,	followed	by	cookies	and

paper	cups	of	warm,	watery	Kool-Aid	and	I	can	go	home.	One	hour.	Anyone	can
endure	one	hour,	right?
Terry	 directs	 the	 discussion	 toward	 the	 “literature”	 that	 Pastor	 Fordham

referenced	 in	 his	message.	 A	 few	 kids,	 Drew	 included,	 tentatively	 defend	 the
vampire	books,	and	they	talk	for	what	feels	like	forever	about	wizards	or	maybe
werewolves.
I	don’t	know.	I	don’t	read	those	books.	I	don’t	read	much	at	all	beyond	what

we’re	forced	to	read	for	English	class,	not	anymore.	I	start	books	sometimes,	and
it’s	not	that	I	don’t	like	reading,	not	exactly,	but	it	messes	with	my	head,	with	my
feelings.	With	me—I	get	 all	 tangled	 up	 in	 the	 head	of	 this	 character,	 and	 let’s
face	it,	 it’s	not	all	fun	and	games	to	be	a	character.	I	hate	the	way	my	thinking
starts	 to	fall	 into	 the	patterns	of	 the	book,	 like	I’m	nothing	on	my	own.	Books
trick	me	into	caring	for	someone—someone	who	isn’t	even	real—and	then	bam,
awful	things	happen	to	this	fake	person,	to	me,	and	there	I	am,	feeling	real	grief
for	 a	made-up	 sorrow,	 a	 tragedy	 built	 of	words.	Kayla’s	 always	 talking	 about
how	great	it	is	to	lose	herself	in	her	books,	but	I	worry.	If	I	lose	myself,	what	will
be	left?



I	 barely	 follow	 the	 discussion,	 but	 Terry	 wins,	 or	 whatever.	 Yay	 for	 the
righteous.	Magic—real	or	imaginary—is	a	tool	of	the	devil.	Reading	about	it	is	a
step	 toward	 the	 lip	 of	 a	 gaping	 chasm	of	 debauchery.	A	 slippery	 slope	 of	 sin.
Terry	adopts	a	particularly	ominous	tone	as	he	describes	the	dangerous	places	an
unsuspecting	 teen	could	 find	herself	 in	 if	 she	“opens	 the	door	 to	 these	 terrible
temptations.”
First,	 unsuspecting	 young	 people	 might	 start	 reading	 vampire	 books.	 The

power	 of	 darkness	 consumes	 them,	 and	 they	 become	 unable	 to	 tell	 right	 from
wrong.	They	begin	disrespecting	elders,	believing	themselves	to	be	in	possession
of	 power	 and	wisdom,	 believing	 themselves	 knowledgeable	 beyond	 guidance.
They	dress	and	talk	inappropriately.	Before	you	know	it,	a	silly,	wish-fulfillment
story	about	a	sexy	vampire	leads	the	vulnerable	youth	to	kill	puppies	and	drink
their	blood,	basically.	Whatever.	I’ve	heard	this	tirade	before.
What’s	 the	 biggest	 risk	 you’ve	 taken	 this	 year?	 Kayla	 taught	 herself	 to

skateboard.	 Dicey	 helped	 “break”	 a	 colt	 at	 her	 stable.	 Emily	 Friar	 ventured
nearly	alone	into	the	projects	to	deliver	Christmas	donation	baskets	to	the	poor.
(Okay,	so	she	called	it	a	“socioeconomically	disadvantaged	neighborhood,”	and
seriously,	 Emily,	 what	 do	 you	 think	 this	 is,	 Chicago?	As	 if	 there’s	 a	 place	 in
Sterling	Creek	that	could	be	considered	truly	dangerous.)	But	really,	what	risks
do	I	take?	I	search	my	memory	for	daring	endeavors	and	come	up	empty.
“But	don’t	you	guys	think	that	God	would	be	willing	to	forgive	someone	for

reading	a	book	about	vampires,	as	 long	as	 that	person,	 like,	knew	 it	was	fake?
Like,	that	it’s	just	a	story?”	Drew	leans	forward	over	the	table,	toward	the	rest	of
the	group,	and	I	can	almost	feel	her	earnestness	like	the	scrub	of	a	washcloth	on
my	morning	face.	I	guess	I	admire	her,	a	little,	for	at	least	asking	the	questions.
She’s	not	 afraid	of	Terry,	with	 his	watery	 eyes	 and	unwavering	 stare.	 So	 even
Drew	Godfrey	takes	more	risks	than	I	do.
“But	why	read	such	stories?”	Another	girl	speaks	up,	her	voice	so	breathy	and

sweet	that	I	imagine	she	must	sit	in	front	of	her	mirror	practicing,	watching	her
eyes	widen	 in	 the	 perfect	 semblance	 of	 purity	 and	 innocence.	 “Why	 fill	 your
mind	with	evil	when	you	could	read	stories	about	God’s	love?”
I	don’t	 remember	exactly	when	 I	 stopped	believing.	 It	wasn’t	 like	one	day	 I

was	this	earnest	girl	and	the	next	I	was	 transformed	into	an	evil	atheist.	 It	was
more	like	a	gradual	realization	that	I	only	believed	in	a	sort	of	safety-net	kind	of



way.	Like,	if	all	else	fails	and	it	turns	out	there	is	a	God,	my	ass	will	be	covered.
Okay,	so	I’m	pretty	sure	that’s	not	going	to	fool	Him.	Or	Her.	It?	Whatever.
I	still	don’t	quite	know	what	to	do	with	this,	though—with	my	lack	of	belief.

It’s	not	 like	I’m	going	to	advertise	 it.	 I’m	the	only	one	in	my	family	who	isn’t
fully	convinced	that	God	exists,	and	I	wonder	sometimes,	why	didn’t	it	stick	for
me?	I	was	only	nine	when	we	started	coming	here,	and	I	know	I	believed	back
then,	and	even	before	that,	when	we	were	normal	Lutherans	like	everyone	else.
I	think	my	parents	assume	that	none	of	us	remember	when	the	baby	got	sick

and	Mom	spent	all	those	months	crying,	and	then	when	it	was	over,	we	were	all
wrapped	up	in	this	Joyful	News	business—wrapped	up	with	the	kindness	and	the
consolation	 and	 the	 community	 and	 the	 prayers—wrapped	 up	 snug	 like	 being
trapped	 in	 the	 sheets	 after	 a	 feverish	 dream.	At	 least,	 that’s	 how	 it	 sometimes
feels	to	me.	My	parents	don’t	ever	talk	about	it,	in	any	case.	But	they’re	happy,
so	I	sit	here	 in	youth	group,	and	even	 though	I	do	stupid	stuff	 like	 leaving	my
Bible	at	home,	I	generally	try	not	to	make	waves.
Still,	when	this	girl	across	the	table	speaks,	with	her	baby	voice	and	her	eyes

all	shining	with	faith,	I	almost	can’t	keep	myself	from	taking	her	by	her	rounded
shoulders	and	shaking	her,	hard.	I	can’t	explain	the	desire,	and	of	course	I	don’t
do	it.	I	can’t.	I	bite	the	inside	of	my	cheek	and	keep	quiet.	Like	usual.



3.	If	you	could	
change	one	thing	…

Eric’s	 the	only	one	who	ever	knocks	on	my	bedroom	door.	Dicey	acts	 like	 it’s
her	room	too,	and	Dad	never	comes	in;	he	sends	Mom.	Mom’s	a	total	barger.
“Hey,”	Eric	says.	He	leans	on	the	door	frame	with	his	hands	in	the	pockets	of

his	jeans,	waiting	until	I	motion	him	in	before	he	crosses	the	threshold.
“Hey,”	 I	 say,	 handing	 Pumpkin	 over	 to	 him.	 I	 scoop	 Nutmeg	 out	 of	 her

bedding	and	cuddle	her	to	my	chest.	The	guinea	pig	makes	soft	happy	noises	in
my	arms.	“Missed	you	in	youth	group.	Had	to	sit	by	the	Shrew.”
He	smiles	a	little,	but	his	gray	eyes	are	serious.	“Drew’s	all	right,	you	know?	I

mean,	she	needs	to	learn	how	to	dress.	And	fix	her	hair.	And—	”
“And	stop	smelling	like	a	linebacker	after	a	long	game?”
“Cass.”	He	points	to	his	What	Would	Jesus	Do?	bracelet.
I	roll	my	eyes.	“Fine,	I’ll	be	nice.”
Eric	and	I	have	both	known	Drew	practically	all	our	lives,	like	everyone	else

in	Sterling	Creek,	and	to	be	honest,	even	when	she	was	little	she	was	the	kind	of
kid	who	walked	around	with	a	target	on	her	head.	The	girl	who	never	gets	any	of
the	jokes	but	laughs	anyway.	The	one	who	makes	strange	and	fairly	unbelievable
claims	about	her	 family	and	defends	 the	 lies	 staunchly	when	 she	 is	 found	out.
Oh,	and	then	she	used	to	have	this	tic;	maybe	she	still	does,	I	don’t	know.	She’d
lick	 her	 lips,	 top	 and	 bottom,	 after	 almost	 every	 word	 she	 spoke,	 her	 mouth
ringed	by	a	circle	of	chapped	skin.
“Were	Mom	and	Dad	pissed	that	I	stayed	home?”	Eric	sits	beside	me	on	the

pink	carpeting	and	drops	a	little	blanket	over	shy	Pumpkin	as	he	sets	her	gently
on	the	floor.	Her	pink	nose	twitches	adorably,	and	then	she	burrows	deeper	under
the	blanket	where	I	can’t	see.	I	could	write	about	the	pigs	in	my	stupid	survey,
but	 none	 of	 this	 was	 my	 idea.	 Eric’s	 the	 one	 who	 researched	 small	 mammal
fostering	and	how	to	care	 for	 them.	He’s	 the	one	who	begged	me	 to	help	him,



who	promised	to	clean	all	the	cages	and	deal	with	all	the	medical	needs.	Eric’s
the	one	who	gets	to	take	the	credit.
I	 shrug.	 “They	weren’t	 thrilled,	but	you	know.	Mom	made	excuses	and	Dad

grunted.”	They’re	hard	on	Eric	in	general,	but	they	wouldn’t	let	me	off	so	easy.
Probably,	when	it	comes	 to	him,	 they’ve	got	 the	sense	 to	know	that	 they	don’t
want	to	know.
Eric	and	I	haven’t	talked	about	the	day	I	came	home	sick	and	found	him	with

Gavin.	He	knows	it’s	not	an	issue	with	me.	I	couldn’t	be	mad	at	Eric	if	I	tried.
We’re	 just	 ten	months	 apart,	 and	 neither	 of	 us	 can	 remember	 life	without	 the
other.	He	knows	me—maybe	better	than	I	know	myself.
“Hey?”	He’s	the	only	person	on	earth	I	could	possibly	ask.	“How	would	you

describe	me,	you	know,	like	in	a	couple	of	words?”
He	 examines	 his	 perfectly	 shaped	 fingernails—a	 neat	 row	 of	 blushing	 half-

moons.	“Having	an	 identity	crisis,	 sissy?”	He	smiles	as	he	says	 it,	but	he	only
calls	 me	 sissy	 when	 he’s	 feeling	 protective,	 big-brotherly.	 So	 what’s	 he
protecting	me	from?	“Aren’t	we	all	supposed	to	be	finding	ourselves	anyway?”
He	 watches	 Nutmeg	 sniff	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 Pumpkin’s	 blanket	 from	my	 cupped
hands.
If	you	were	someone	else,	would	you	be	friends	with	you?	Why?
What	do	you	want	people	to	remember	you	for?
What	do	you	stand	for?
“Eric.”	He	can	sense	my	desperation;	I	can	tell	by	the	way	the	tip	of	his	tongue

slides	over	 the	back	of	his	front	 teeth,	 lightly	grazing	the	edges.	It’s	one	of	his
tricks	for	speaking	fluency,	from	his	stuttering	days.
“Cass.”
“Well?	You’re	not	helping.”
“I’m	 pretty	 sure	 if	 I	 help	 you	 discover	 yourself,	 that	 actually	 defeats	 the

purpose	of	self-discovery.”	He	grins,	and	 this	 time	 it’s	such	a	smartass	grin—I
know	he’s	not	going	to	tell	me	anything.
And	 …	 okay.	 What	 he	 says	 makes	 sense,	 especially	 since	 I’m	 trying	 to

separate	who	I	am	from	who	Kayla	 is	and	who	Eric	 is.	“I	hate	 it	when	you’re
right,”	I	mumble.
“Get	used	to	it.”	He	slips	his	hand	into	the	pocket	of	his	jeans	and	pulls	out	a

crumpled	twenty-dollar	bill.	“This	is	for	you,	by	the	way.	Or	whatever.”



“What’s	this?”
“Birthday.”	He	folds	my	fingers	around	the	cash.	“I	wanted	to	pick	something

out	for	you,	but	I	didn’t	…	I	wanted	you	to	be	able	to	choose	what	you	wanted.	I
thought	maybe	something	for	the	pigs?	Or	for	you.	Your	choice.”	He	shakes	the
hair	 out	 of	 his	 eyes	 and	 puts	 the	 pig	 back	 in	 the	 cage	 almost	 like	 he’s
embarrassed.	 He	 couldn’t	 decide	 on	 a	 gift	 for	 me.	 Eric—the	 pathological
shopper—couldn’t	pick	out	a	gift	for	his	own	sister.
I	smooth	the	bill	against	the	floor.	Andrew	Jackson	and	his	oddly	coifed	hair

look	 up	 at	me	with	 some	 kind	 of	 challenge.	 “I’m	 going	 to	 buy	 something	 for
myself,”	I	say,	but	so	quietly	that	nobody	else	can	hear.	I	tuck	my	chin	down	into
Nut’s	soft	brown	fur	and	breathe	 in	 the	warm	aliveness	of	her,	and	I’m	a	 little
jealous	of	her	simplicity.	A	pig	never	has	to	find	herself.	A	pig	just	exists.
Eric	 closes	 my	 door	 behind	 him,	 and	 I	 look	 around	 my	 room	 as	 if	 I’m	 a

stranger,	a	scientist	making	a	hypothesis	about	the	girl	who	lives	in	this	room.	A
biographer	looking	for	clues.	A	big	loser	discovering	herself.
“I’m	going	to	figure	this	out,”	I	say	to	Andrew	Jackson,	who	smirks	up	at	me.

Nutmeg’s	happy	chickering	against	my	neck	gives	me	strength.	 It’s	a	promise.
I’m	going	to	find	myself	if	the	cliché	of	it	kills	me.	I’ll	start	tomorrow.	I’ll	start
with	this.
I	 lean	 the	 twenty	 against	 my	 alarm	 clock	 as	 a	 reminder	 from	 Right	 This

Moment	 Cassandra	 to	 Sometime	 Tomorrow	 Cassandra.	 A	 reminder	 of	 how
things	are	going	to	change.



4.	Your	best	friend	
would	say	you	are	…

Kayla	won’t	give	me	a	ride	to	school,	although	it’s	what	the	best	friend	with	the
car	(okay,	hearse)	is	supposed	to	do,	right?	She’s	supposed	to	pull	up	and	honk,
with	 the	music	blaring,	 ready	with	gossip	 to	 report	 or	 homework	 to	 copy	or	 a
crazy	madcap	plan	to	drive	across	the	country	instead	of	going	to	school	today.
That’s	how	this	is	supposed	to	work.	Except	I	live,	according	to	Kayla,	“in	God’s
Armpit,”	so	until	Mom	and	Dad	give	in	and	let	me	get	my	own	wheels,	it’s	the
bus	for	me,	waiting	at	the	same	stop	as	my	little	sister.	Eric’s	(boy)friend	Gavin
picks	him	up	every	morning	 like	 a	best	 (boy)friend	 should,	 except	my	parents
won’t	allow	the	whole	pull-up-to-the-curb-and-honk	business.
Morning	Prayer	Circle.
How	I	wish	I	were	making	this	shit	up.
Dicey	squeezes	my	right	hand.	“Thank	you,	God,	for	the	first	day	back.	Please

help	us	 remember	how	to	 listen	and	obey	our	 teachers,	and	please	be	with	our
teachers,	too,	as	they	get	back	into	the	swing	of	things.”
“Your	turn,	Cassandra.”
My	eyes	are	open.	The	usual	smile	has	settled	over	Mom’s	features,	and	I	hate

this	moment.	“Pass.”	I’ve	passed	every	morning	for	almost	two	years	now.
“Maybe	tomorrow	you’ll	find	Jesus	in	your	heart,	princess.”	She	says	the	same

thing	every	time.	Her	smile	dims	the	same	way,	too.	She	never	opens	her	eyes.
I	don’t	answer.	I	never	do.	(Boy)friend	Gavin	is	on	my	left,	his	hand	warm	and

dry—his	palms	are	never	anxious	and	sweaty	 like	mine.	He	sighs	 that	breathy
little	sigh	like	every	morning	and	says	his	“thank	you”	and	“please”	and	all	that.
He	plays	it	safe,	but	I	know	how	his	other	hand	clutches	at	my	brother’s	fingers.
I	know	the	twisted	yearning	of	their	grasp.
“Amen,”	says	my	father.	He	exhales,	an	audible	whisper	of	breath	that	carries

his	love	and	his	loss	and	his	hope	up	to	heaven.



“Amen,”	says	everyone	else.	I	suck	my	bottom	lip	inside	my	mouth	to	keep	it
still.
In	God’s	Armpit.	Because	of	this,	I	have	to	ride	the	stupid	bus.



5.	Your	favorite	
after-school	activity	…

Kayla	holds	one	index	finger	in	front	of	my	face.	I	yawn.	“Hear	me	out	before
you	say	no,”	she	says.
“Lemme	put	my	stuff	away.”
She	removes	her	finger	but	doesn’t	step	away	from	the	locker	we	share.
“Come	 on,	Kayla,	 the	 stupid	 bus	was	 late.	 If	 I’m	 tardy	 for	 homeroom,	Ms.

Franklin	will	make	me	come	in	during	lunch.”
“Listen,	though.	I	need	a	favor.”	Kayla	always	needs	a	favor.	And	I	always	do

what	she	needs	because	…	well,	why	not?	She’s	my	best	friend.
“Yeah,	and	I	need	to	put	my	crap	in	the	locker.”	I	try	to	shove	her	out	of	the

way,	but	K’s	like	twelve	feet	 tall	and	made	of	granite.	Okay,	so	she’s	really	an
inch	shy	of	six	feet	tall	and	supermodel	thin.	Still,	I	can’t	move	her.
“You’re	 so	hilarious	when	you’re	 irritable,	Midget.”	She	 smirks,	 folding	her

arms	across	her	chest.
Midget.	As	Kayla	makes	a	big	show	of	looking	over	the	top	of	my	head	like

she	 can’t	 even	 see	me,	 I	 push	 her	with	my	 backpack.	 “Are	 you	 going	 to	 stop
bullying	 me	 and	 tell	 me	 about	 your	 stupid	 favor	 so	 I	 can	 crush	 your	 fragile
dreams	and	get	to	my	freaking	homeroom	already?”
She	rolls	her	eyes,	which	are	 thickly	 lined	 in	black.	“Bullying,	right.	You’re

such	a	retard,	Cass.”	She	steps	aside,	barely.
“Midget?	 Retard?	 Seriously?”	 I	 shove	 past	 her.	 The	 lock	 spins	 beneath	my

fingers.	“What’s	next?	You	gonna	start	calling	me	gay	too,	like	we’re	in	middle
school?”
She	smiles.	“I	need	you	to	do	page	layout	for	the	school	newspaper.”
I	 look	up—she’s	 serious.	“What	happened	 to	what’s-her-face?”	As	 if	 I	don’t

know	her	name	like	everyone	else	in	the	entire	school.	(Okay,	so	I	usually	call
the	whole	group	of	them	the	Vomit	Vixens,	and	I	know	that’s	insensitive,	but	it’s



not	 my	 fault	 Jenny’s	 got	 an	 eating	 disorder.	 It’s	 not	 like	 snide	 nicknames
between	me	and	Kayla	are	injuring	her	popularity.)
“Jenny	 Hilderman?”	 Kayla	 lowers	 her	 voice.	 “Treatment,”	 she	 whispers.

“They’re	saying	eight	weeks	minimum.	Cass,	they	need	you.	I	told	them	you’re
a	wiz	at	page	layout.”
Them.	 She	 means	 the	 senior	 editorial	 staff,	 who	 are	 somehow	 the	 most

influential	people	at	our	high	school	despite	what	seems	to	me	to	be	an	obvious
lack	 in	 important	 traits.	 Like	 …	 the	 human	 emotions	 of	 empathy	 and
compassion.	And	blemishes.	And	body	fat.
The	Gordon	High	Gazette	is	actually	kind	of	a	big	thing.	Like,	adults	read	it.

I’m	not	sure	why,	except	maybe	there	isn’t	really	any	other	kind	of	local	paper
and	the	editorial	staff	of	the	GHG	is	…	well,	selective	about	who	gets	 to	write
for	them.	Annika	Nielson	and	Britney	Summers	know	everyone’s	business.	And
they	know	how	to	make	it	into	a	good	story.
“No	way	would	they	let	me	do	that.	 I	have	no	experience.”	Really,	 I	do.	It’s

just	 not	 the	 kind	 of	 experience	 I	 want	 anyone	 to	 know	 about.	 The	 church
newsletter.	My	church	has	 a	 reputation	 for	being	weird	 and	controversial—the
kind	 of	 thing	 that	 Britney	 and	Annika	 would	 definitely	 turn	 their	 nose	 up	 at.
Still,	 K’s	 right	 that	 this	 could	 be	 a	 great	 opportunity	 if	 I’m	 interested	 in	 the
newspaper—get	on	the	staff	as	a	junior,	maybe	even	get	an	editorial	position	by
my	senior	year.
So,	 am	 I	 interested	 in	 the	 newspaper?	 It	 would	 look	 good	 on	 my	 college

applications,	 if	nothing	else.	Which	…	well,	 it	would	make	my	parents	happy.
But	 is	 it	what	 I	want?	 I	 put	my	 hand	 into	my	 pocket,	 feeling	 the	 edge	 of	 the
twenty-dollar	bill,	my	promise	to	discover	myself.
Kayla	snaps	her	gum,	twice.	“Cass,	they’re	desperate.	Not	one	of	those	bitches

can	run	a	freaking	computer,	so	I	 told	 them	about	 that	bulletin	 thing	you	do	at
church.	Come	on.”	Not	even	looking	back	to	see	if	I’ll	follow,	she	starts	down
the	hall.	My	homeroom	 is	 in	 the	opposite	direction.	 I	 stand	helplessly	 looking
after	her	for	a	moment.	She’s	a	formidable	sight,	it’s	true—ever	since	she	grew
out	of	that	slouching	phase	in	eighth	grade—and	I	can	only	withstand	the	tug	for
a	 moment	 before	 I’m	 sprinting	 down	 the	 hallway	 after	 her,	 a	 trailing	 puppy
skidding	on	the	wet	tile	floor.



“Kayla,	 I’m	 gonna	 be	 late	 again!”	 Whine,	 whine.	 Follower	 Cassandra	 is	 a
follower.	Sigh.	I	trot	up	beside	her.	“Seriously,	K,	I	gotta	go	if	you	want	to	see
me	at	lunch.	Franklin’s	going	to—”
“You	must	be	Cassie!”
“It’s	soooooo	good	to	meet	you!”
Squealing.	Cooing.	These	girls	are	like	rabid	or	something.	They	pretty	much

attack	me	when	I	reach	the	top	of	the	junior	stairs.	Annika	Nielson	and	Britney
Summers	 claw	 at	 me	 enthusiastically	 with	 their	 bubble-gum-pink	 fingernails,
smother	me	with	 their	 perky	 perfume.	 I	 pull	 back,	 stumbling	 into	Kayla,	who
steps	to	the	side	and	lets	me	fall.	The	tardy	bell	rings,	and	I	go	down.
I	 mean,	 for	 real.	 I’m	 so	 overcome	 by	 the	 fawning	 attention	 of	 the	 senior

editors	of	The	Gordon	High	Gazette	that	I	fall	on	my	ass	and	slither	down	seven
marble	steps	on	my	backside	right	in	front	of	everyone.
“OMG,	Cassie,	 are	 you	 okay?”	Britney	 scurries	 down	 the	 stairs	 and	 hovers

over	me	on	the	landing,	her	fringe	of	perfect	blond	hair	hanging	in	my	face.	She
actually	says	“oh	em	gee.”	And	she	calls	me	Cassie.	Ew.
“I’m	sooooooo	sorry!”	squeals	Annika,	directing	people	to	pass	around	me.
“We’ll	take	you	to	the	nurse!”
I	 scramble	 to	 my	 feet,	 but	 my	 butt	 really	 hurts,	 and	 I	 can	 barely	 stand	 up

straight.	“No,	I’m	okay,	 it’s	 just	…	”	I	 look	for	Kayla,	but	she’s	nowhere.	The
final	bell	rings.	Pain	shoots	up	my	spine.	I	try	to	laugh,	but	it’s	unconvincing.
“Cassie,	 you	 could	 have	 a	 broken	 tailbone!”	 Annika’s	 eyes	 are	 wide,	 each

thick,	curled	lash	visible.	“My	neighbor	broke	her	tailbone	ice	skating	once,	and
she	had	to	carry	around	a	little	blow-up	donut	pillow	for,	like	…	ever.”
Britney	gathers	my	books	from	the	floor.	I	try	to	help	her,	but	a	sensation	like

a	scalpel	slicing	open	my	spinal	column	from	the	bottom	up	stops	me.	“Well	…
”	At	least	it	would	get	me	a	pass	into	homeroom.	“Okay.	But	I	don’t	really	think
I	broke	my	ass.”	I	wince.	“God,	I	hope	not.”
“Wow,	Cassie,	 you	 say	 ‘God’?	 I	 didn’t	 think	people	who	go	 to	your	 church

would	say	that,”	says	Britney,	her	face	a	caricature	of	surprise.
“And	 ‘ass.’”	 Annika’s	 eyes	 are	 wide,	 too,	 but	 there’s	 something	 else	 there.

Admiration.	For	swearing?	How	lame	is	that.
I	roll	my	eyes.	“Yeah,	I’m	a	real	believer	…	in	the	idea	that	words	are	words,

you	know?”	 I	 limp	 toward	 the	nurse’s	office,	 flanked	by	 the	 two	perkiest	girls



I’ve	ever	met.	They	link	arms	behind	my	back,	practically	forcing	me	to	lean	on
them	for	support	on	 the	walk	 to	 the	nurse.	At	 least	 I	can’t	 smell	any	vomit	on
their	breath.



6.	Your	most	
embarrassing	moment	…

The	nurse’s	eyes	are	bored.	“Do	you	want	to	ice	it?”	she	says.	No	inflection.	No
concern.	Thank	god	she	doesn’t	want	to	examine	it,	is	all	I	can	think.
“Uh,	sure.”	I	look	around.	“Like,	can	I	stay	here?”	I’m	not	wild	about	the	idea

of	icing	my	ass	in	homeroom.	Besides,	I’m	not	sure	I	can	make	it	up	the	stairs	at
the	moment.
“Do	 you	 have	 one	 of	 those	 blow-up	 donut	 pillows?”	Annika	 leans	 over	 the

nurse’s	 desk,	 her	 face	 serious.	 “She	 could	 have	broken	her	 tailbone.	 I	mean,	 I
watched	her	hit,	and	she	hit	hard.	The	whole	floor	shook.”
Was	 that	 a	 crack	 about	my	weight?	Because,	whatever.	 I’m	 perfectly	 happy

with	my	 body.	 Okay,	 so	maybe	 not	my	 broken	 ass.	 At	 least	 I’m	 not	 a	 Vomit
Vixen.	 Their	 newspaper	 may	 look	 good	 on	 my	 college	 applications,	 but	 is	 it
worth	this?	Is	it	worth	this	to	me,	to	Cassandra?
“No,	we	don’t	have	any	of	those,”	says	the	nurse.	She	sighs.	“Look.	You	ladies

need	to	head	to	class.	You’re	already	tardy.”
“What?	We	were	helping	our	friend	get	here	after	she	fell!	You	have	to	give	us

a	 pass	 to	 homeroom.”	Britney	 is	 indignant.	 I	 can	 see	 her	writing	 up	 the	 story
now—a	shockingly	honest	exposé	on	the	woeful	state	of	the	health	care	system
at	Gordon	High.
The	nurse	sighs	again,	dragging	a	small	blue	pad	of	passes	out	of	the	drawer	of

her	desk.	“You	could	ask,”	she	says,	her	cursive	angry	and	cramped.
“And	you	could	take	some	lessons	in	bedside	manner,”	snaps	Britney.
The	nurse	doesn’t	respond;	in	fact,	she	looks	past	Britney	as	though	she’s	not

standing	there.	Then	her	apathy	slips	away	into	a	warm	concern,	and	she	stands
up	and	starts	toward	the	door.	“Oh,	Drew	honey,	you	poor	thing.	Need	your	pills
again	today?”	Am	I	imagining	the	smug	look	the	nurse	points	at	the	perky	twins?



“I’ll	 get	 you	 a	 glass	 of	 water	 right	 away,	 hon,	 and	 let	 me	 know	 if	 you	 need
anything	else.”
Seriously?	Drew	is	here?	Eff	my	life,	I	can’t	escape	this	girl.
“Hi,	Cassandra,”	she	says.	Her	voice	is	small	and	her	eyes	dart	over	at	Britney

and	Annika	nervously.	“Are	you	all	right?”
I	smile.	“Yeah,	I	fell	on	the	stairs	in	the	junior	hall.”	Lame.
“Drew	Godfrey?”	Annika’s	voice	is	syrupy.	“How	are	you?”
Drew’s	answering	smile	is	thin	but	hopeful.	“I’m	okay,”	she	says.	“It’s	just	…

normal	stuff.”	She	waves	a	pudgy	hand	 in	 the	air	aimlessly.	For	a	moment	her
sleeve	 falls	 up	 around	 her	 elbow,	 and	 the	 skin	 on	 her	 arm	 is	 red	 and	 scabby.
Quickly	her	fingers	tug	the	sleeve	back	down,	over	the	backs	of	her	hands.	I	try
to	remember	if	I’ve	ever	seen	her	arms	before.
“Oh,	good,”	says	Annika,	smiling	even	more.	“I	was	worried	for	a	minute	that

you	might	have	head	 lice	 again.”	She	and	Britney	 take	 the	blue	pass	 and	 they
both	 waggle	 their	 fingers	 at	 me.	 “See	 you	 soon,	 Cassie!”	 they	 say	 in	 perky
harmony.
“Sorry	you	got	injured	on	the	stairs!”	says	Annika.
“Maybe	you	should	sue	the	school,”	says	Britney.	“They	totally	didn’t	have	a

wet	floor	sign	out!”	And	then	they’re	gone.	And	Drew	and	I	sit	here	in	the	hard
plastic	chairs,	both	of	us	nursing	our	humiliation	in	silence.
“I	never	had	head	lice,”	she	says	after	a	while.
Okay.	 I	 try	 to	 think	 of	 something	 to	 say.	 “So	 you’re	 taking	 some	 pills?”

Obviously,	I	don’t	think	long	enough	before	speaking.
Drew	is	one	of	those	people	who	never	look	you	directly	in	the	eye;	instead,

her	eyes	search	and	search	along	my	hairline	like	a	confused	newborn.	“It’s	my
eczema,”	she	says.	“It’s	all	over	my	body.	It’s	itchy,	and	I	have	anxiety,	and	then
it	gets	itchier,	so	then	I	scratch,	and	it	gets	scabby,	and	that	makes	me	anxious,	so
I	pick	at	it,	and	that	makes	it	get	itchier.”	She	rubs	her	hands	over	her	arms.
Gross.	I	struggle	for	an	appropriate	response	to	this	level	of	oversharing.	“Um.

That	sucks.”	I	mean,	it’s	not	like	I’m	judging	her	for	having	eczema.	She	can’t
help	 that,	 I	guess.	But	…	I	don’t	know.	I	didn’t	 really	need	 to	know	about	her
scabby	 rash,	 that’s	 all.	 I	 feel	 terrible,	 but	 seriously,	 do	 I	 need	 to	 know	 about
anyone’s	scabby	rash?	I’m	not	a	freaking	dermatologist.



The	nurse	hands	her	a	paper	cup	of	water,	and	Drew	swallows	two	pills	before
her	 eyes	 roam	my	way	 again.	They’re	muddy	 eyes,	 a	 leftover	 color	 like	 dried
paint	stuck	to	the	art	room	tables,	a	color	without	any	brightness	in	it.
“Yeah,”	she	says.	“It	does	suck.”	She	crushes	the	paper	cup	in	her	fist.	“But	I

never	had	head	lice.”



7.	In	your	spare	time	…

The	 pain	 is	 less	 by	math	 class,	 and	my	 butt	 is	 only	 slightly	 sore	 by	 the	 time
English	 rolls	 around.	 This	 is	 the	 first	 class	 I	 have	with	Kayla—well,	 the	 only
class,	 actually—and	 I’m	 pissed.	 I	 accost	 her	 at	 the	 door	 with	 a	 barrage	 of
complaints.
“How	could	you	leave	me	like	that?	You	disappeared.	You	totally	dodged	out

of	the	way	and	let	me	fall	down	the	stairs,	Kayla,	and	then	you	were	…	gone.	Do
you	realize	I	may	have	broken	my	fucking	tailbone?”
“Cassandra,”	 says	my	English	 teacher,	 stepping	 between	 us	 on	 his	way	 into

the	classroom.	“I	don’t	need	to	hear	that	kind	of	language	in	my	workplace.”	He
raises	an	eyebrow,	but	his	 tone	 is	 indulgent.	He’s	not	 the	 type	 to	get	hysterical
about	an	F-bomb,	luckily.	Ms.	Franklin	would	have	emailed	my	mother.	Which
…	well,	I’d	rather	not	contemplate	that	scene.	She’d	probably	make	me	go	in	for
counseling	with	Pastor	Fordham	or	something.	I	shudder	at	the	thought.
“Oh,	relax,”	says	Kayla,	sweeping	past	me	into	the	room.	“It’s	not	like	I	meant

to	 abandon	 you.”	 She	 shrugs.	 “The	 tardy	 bell	 rang.	 I	 thought	 you	 were	 right
behind	me.	How	was	I	supposed	to	know	you’d	go	over	backwards?”
Mr.	Dawkins	 stands	 at	 the	 front	 of	 the	 room	 and	 claps	 his	 hands	 twice,	 his

customary	cue	that	we	should	shut	up	and	get	down	to	business.
Right.	So	she’s	 trying	 to	get	me	 to	believe	she	didn’t	notice	 that	 I	 fell	down

half	 a	 flight	 of	 stairs?	 I	 make	 my	 way	 to	 my	 assigned	 seat,	 which	 is
inconveniently	across	the	room	from	Kayla’s,	and	take	out	my	notebook.	She’s
not	going	to	brush	me	off	like	this,	not	about	this.	She	dragged	me	all	 the	way
across	the	school	and	then	left	me	to	die	on	the	stairs.	I	start	scribbling	a	note,
my	hand	quickly	cramping	up	from	my	angry	grip	on	the	pen.
“Cassandra,	really.	You’re	not	impressing	me	today.”	He	keeps	his	voice	quiet

—Mr.	D	 is	not	 the	 type	of	 teacher	who	believes	 in	public	humiliation—but	he
holds	his	hand	out	for	the	note.	“You	know	my	thoughts	on	notes.	No	reading,	no



writing,	no	folding,	no	passing.”	He	leans	in	closer.	“Please,	Cass.	Can	you	put
this	out	of	your	mind,	at	least	for	the	next	fifty	minutes?”
I	 nod	 and	 hand	 him	 the	 page	 from	 my	 notebook,	 grateful	 to	 him	 for

immediately	crumpling	it	up	into	a	little	ball.	And	then,	when	he	actually	walks
across	the	room	and	drops	the	ball	on	Kayla’s	desk,	I’m	blown	away.	I	see	him
lean	 down	 and	 speak	 to	 her,	 and	 she	 nods,	 shoving	 the	 paper	 into	 her	 pocket
without	reading	it.
“I	celebrate	myself,	and	sing	myself,	”	says	Mr.	D,	in	that	voice	that	means	he

is	quoting	some	writer	he	loves.	“And	what	I	assume	you	shall	assume.”
“Narcissistic	much?”	mutters	the	boy	next	to	me.	He	doodles	in	the	margin	of

his	literature	book	with	a	heavy	black	pen.	I	 turn	my	head,	startled	to	hear,	for
the	first	time,	the	voice	of	this	kid	I’ve	been	sitting	next	to	for	weeks.
“Exactly	 so,	Darin,”	 says	Mr.	Dawkins	with	 a	 smile	 and	 a	nod.	 “And	many

people	at	the	time	were	shocked,	outraged	by	Whitman’s	poetry.	They	called	it
indecent.”	Mr.	D	continues	reading	from	the	poem,	cradling	the	heavy	textbook
in	his	arms	as	he	stalks	around	the	room,	quietly	tapping	the	page	of	the	books	of
students	who	aren’t	 listening	as	he	walks	by,	never	pausing	 in	his	 reading.	He
drops	a	clean	sheet	of	drawing	paper	on	Darin’s	desk	as	he	strides	past.	Darin
shrugs	and	moves	his	doodling	to	the	approved	medium	without	a	word.
“Whitman	talks	about	celebrating	himself,	and	indeed	the	speaker	in	this	poem

is	named	Walt	Whitman,	but	the	details	here	are	not	all	autobiographical.”	Mr.	D
jots	some	phrases	on	the	white	board	and	I	copy	them	into	my	notebook:	Praise
of	the	Individual.	The	Collective	Experience.	Democracy.	The	Boundaries	of	Self
and	World.
Poetry	 is	 pretty,	 but	 I’m	 not	 very	 good	 at	 making	 sense	 of	 it	 on	 my	 own.

Luckily,	although	Mr.	D	wants	us	to	think	for	ourselves,	with	a	little	prompting
we	can	always	get	him	to	tell	us	his	own	thoughts.	Which	I	then	write	down	and
regurgitate	in	a	similar	form	on	the	tests,	in	the	essays.	Easy	peasy	as	long	as	I
take	notes.	As	 long	as	 I	know	 the	 requirements,	 I	can	manage	 to	keep	straight
A’s.
“Instead	of	the	usual	analytical	essays,	I	thought	it	would	be	exciting	for	us	to

write	some	poetry	this	semester,”	Mr.	Dawkins	says,	 turning	from	the	board	to
face	us.	He	claps	his	hands	again	for	emphasis.	“You	will	each	write	your	own
‘Song	of	Myself’—celebrating	yourselves	and	singing	yourselves.”



He	goes	on	to	explain	the	requirements	and	things,	but	my	brain	screeches	to	a
halt.	 Not	 this.	 I	 can’t	 write	 poetry.	 This	 is	 American	 Literature,	 not	 Creative
Writing.	We’re	supposed	to	read	things	and	write	essays	on	them	and	take	tests.
Things	I	can	manage.	Things	I	can	control.	Around	me,	people	are	opening	their
notebooks,	 chewing	on	pens,	 scribbling	 away.	 I	 can’t	 catch	my	breath.	 I	 don’t
touch	my	pen.
“Cassandra?”	Mr.	 D	 taps	 my	 notebook,	 where	 I’ve	 dutifully	 written	 all	 the

notes,	up	to	the	point	where	he	gave	us	the	assignment.
“I	can’t	write	poetry,”	I	say.
“Of	course	you	can,”	he	says.
No.	I	can’t.	“Well,	I	can’t	write	poetry	about	myself.”
“Of	course	you	can.”
I	sigh.	This	is	so	stupid.	I	push	my	open	notebook	away	from	me.	Not	much,	a

couple	of	millimeters	or	so,	but	it’s	enough	to	make	my	point.
“Well,	what	are	you	interested	in?	Do	you	have	any	hobbies?	Goals?	Special

abilities	or	talents?”
I	shake	my	head.	What,	am	I	supposed	to	collect	butterflies	or	something?	The

pigs—that’s	Eric.	The	music	I	listen	to—that’s	Kayla.	The	clothes	I	like—that’s
Kayla.	Goals	for	the	future—Mom	and	Dad.	Church?	That’s	…	not	something	I
can	write	about.
“Sports?”	Mr.	D	sounds	so	hopeful.
I	laugh.	“I	played	softball	one	summer	in	eighth	grade.”
“Well!	Write	about	that!”
“So	I	should	celebrate	how	my	own	teammates	chanted	‘easy	out’	every	time	I

got	 up	 to	 bat?”	 It’s	 a	 true	 story,	 but	 even	 then	 I	 was	 careful	 not	 to	 let	 it	 be
important	to	me.	I’m	not	good	at	sports.	I	checked	the	box	and	moved	on.
Mr.	 Dawkins	 can’t	 help	 chuckling.	 “Cass.	What	 do	 you	 like	 to	 do	 in	 your

spare	 time?	How	would	you	describe	yourself?	What	 are	you	proud	of?	What
makes	you	different	from	everyone	else	in	this	room?”
“I—”	I	don’t	know.	I	don’t	know.	I	look	around	the	room,	and	it’s	like	…	it’s

like	 the	 stupid	 survey	 all	 over	 again.	Desperation	 crawls	 up	 out	 of	 some	 hole
deep	 inside	 me,	 and	 this	 awful	 hiccupy	 thing	 happens	 inside	 my	 lungs	 that
makes	me	gulp	for	air	like	a	guppy.	I	can’t	breathe.	In	my	spare	time?	I	go	to	the
mall	and	pretend	 to	shop.	 I	go	 to	church	and	pretend	 to	 listen.	 I	go	 to	 football



games	and	pretend	I	know	the	score.	I	asphyxiate	in	the	middle	of	English	class.
Mr.	D	takes	a	step	back.
“Cassandra?”	 He	 does	 that	 weird	 crouching	 thing	 next	 to	 my	 desk	 that

teachers	 do	 when	 they	 want	 to	 ask	 you	 a	 personal	 question	 or	 correct	 your
spelling.	“Are	you	okay?”
Oh	yeah,	totally.	I	cover	my	gasping	mouth	with	one	hand	and	nod	to	say	I’m

okay.	Of	course	I’m	okay.
“I	don’t	understand,	Cass.	You	must	have	something	to	write	about.	Something

about	you	 that’s	 special.”	 It’s	 like	he	can’t	get	past	 that	question,	 like	he	can’t
believe	a	person	could	possibly	exist	who	doesn’t	have	a	hobby	or	a	talent	or	a
passion	or	whatever.
“I’m	not	special,”	I	whisper.	I	can	breathe	again,	in	shallow	little	puffs,	but	I

can’t	 look	at	him	or	anyone	else.	 I’m	not	sure	 if	he	hears	me.	He	continues	 to
survey	me,	searching	for	substance.
“Do	 you	 like	 to	 read,	 maybe?	 Write?	 Draw?	 Go	 fishing?	 Ski?	 Play

Monopoly?”	I	shake	my	head	no.	“Start	fires?	Mutilate	kittens?”
I	 can’t	 stop	myself	 from	 smiling.	The	 desperation	 passes.	Around	me,	most

people	are	bent	over	their	papers,	laboring	over	their	songs.	They	talk	and	laugh
as	 they	 work,	 and	 a	 few	 of	 them	 are	 reading	 each	 other’s	 poems	 out	 loud.
Teasing.	Arguing.	Asking	for	help.	Mr.	D	nods	 to	a	group	 in	 the	corner	by	 the
computers.	“Be	right	there,”	he	says.
“I’ll	be	okay.”	My	voice	is	still	stuck	in	whisper	mode,	but	my	lungs	at	least

seem	to	have	regained	normal	functionality.
To	 my	 horror,	 he	 reaches	 out	 his	 bony	 English-teacher	 hand	 and	 pats	 my

shoulder,	 and	 then	 he	 withdraws	 his	 hand	 and	 shifts	 his	 weight	 on	 his	 heels,
searching	for	a	better	view	of	my	eyes.	Even	in	the	noisy	classroom,	I	can	hear
his	knees	popping	as	he	crouches	there.
“Cassandra.	 There’s	 something	 inside	 of	 you	 that’s	worth	 celebrating,	 that’s

worth	singing	about.	If	you	think	about	it	long	enough,	you’ll	find	it.”
“If	I	think	about	it	 too	long,	I’ll	fail	 this	assignment,”	I	mutter.	The	due	date

looms	from	the	white	board.	Two	weeks	from	tomorrow,	also	midterms.
“It’s	not	about	the	assignment,”	he	says,	hauling	himself	to	his	feet.	“It’s	about

life.”	He	turns	toward	the	group	of	kids	who	are	waving	him	down	from	across
the	room.



“But	…	”	Life.	 The	 panic	 returns.	 “What	 if	 there’s	 nothing?	What	 if	 there’s
nothing	to	write	about?”	He	can’t	leave	me.	I	can’t	write	this	poem.
“Well,	I	guess	you’ll	have	to	make	something	up	then,”	he	says,	in	a	tone	that

implies	he’s	done	all	he	can	do	for	me.
Make	something	up?	“Something	 for	my	poem?”	I	persist,	half-rising	out	of

my	chair,	as	if	to	follow	him.
He	shrugs.	“Or	something	for	life,”	he	says.
I	sit.	Make	something	up.
Darin	pauses	in	his	doodling	and	looks	at	me	through	his	shaggy	bangs.	“It’s

okay,”	he	says.	He	looks	like	he’s	about	to	elaborate,	but	then	he	tosses	his	hair
back.	 “I	 mean,	 I	 would	 read	 a	 poem	 about	 mutilating	 kittens.”	 And	 then	 he
laughs,	but	 it’s	 a	nice	 laugh—not	 a	mocking	 laugh	and	not	 the	 creepy	kind	of
laugh	that	would	make	me	suspect	there	was	some	truth	in	the	statement.
“Thanks,	I’ll	keep	that	in	mind.”	My	voice	is	shaky,	but	his	eyes	are	a	steady

gray,	and	he	smiles	at	me.
“Relax,	Cassandra.	It’s	a	stupid	assignment.”	He	hands	me	his	paper,	which	I

can	see	now	has	a	few	lines	scribbled	in	among	the	sketches:	I	celebrate	myself,
and	sing	myself,	but	I	won’t	let	you	watch	while	I	play	with	myself.
“You’re	disgusting,”	I	say,	sliding	the	paper	back	across	the	desk.	My	cheeks

tingle	a	little.	I	hope	I’m	not	blushing.
“It’s	what	makes	me	special,”	he	says,	and	then	he	does	the	weirdest	thing.	He

reaches	 across	 the	 table	 and	 takes	my	 hand,	 but	 before	 I	 can	 pull	 it	 away,	 he
draws	this	stupid	little	smiley	face	on	my	index	finger	with	his	pen.	And	then	he
holds	up	his	hand—each	finger	has	a	little	face	like	mine—and	he	waves	at	me.
All	I	have	to	do	is	smile,	 lift	 that	one	finger,	and	wave	back.	The	bell	 rings,

and	my	hands	are	still	clutched	into	fists	in	my	lap	as	he	tosses	his	hair	back	and
stands.	“Lighten	up,”	he	says.	And	then	he’s	gone.
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