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			“You ain’t a momma’s girl, girl. You a momma, and you ain’t even had a child,” Lily Putney told me.

			She spit the words at me. Anyone watching how aggressively she had approached me and seeing the hateful expression on her face would think I had done something terrible to her, something unforgivable.

			Her normally big eyes bulged out even further, like two egg yolks about to explode in the pan.

			Her lips stretched and became two thinning, about-to-snap rubber bands.

			She looked angry enough to breathe fire.

			And she clenched her teeth, which I thought could turn into fangs at any moment. She was so over-the-top that I had trouble not laughing, which I knew would have resulted in something more violent. There was nothing magical about my perception, but my ability to anticipate what most of the kids in my school were about to say or do was usually spot-on, as my father would say. I had what I knew was a habit that annoyed the other students at school, the habit of finishing their sentences. Yes, I was impatient and I suppose a little intolerant. But this wasn’t the catalyst for Lily’s hostile moves and words. It was something far less personally insulting.

			All I had done was say, “Thanks, but no thanks,” when she offered me the X. And for that, she called me a momma, meaning that I behaved like one. In her mind and unfortunately in the minds of her friends, a momma was someone too old and proper to enjoy a good time and, consequently, someone who would ruin yours.

			Her friends, who were classmates of mine, too, closed in like a bunch of white blood cells attacking an infection.

			That’s not an accidental comparison. I had duplicated the immunity process in a group of cells during my lab period in school today, so the topic was on my mind. Mr. Benjamin, our biology teacher, was so impressed that he embarrassed me with compliments, especially when he began raving about me in the hallway to Dr. Storey, our school principal, all the while keeping his hand on my shoulder so I didn’t run off in the middle of his words, which was something I usually did when any of my teachers spoke hyperbolically about me. I felt that the more attention drawn to me, the less chance I had to develop good friends in my school—not that I had any girlfriends I could call good friends. The motive most had to befriend me was to get help with their homework.

			My shying away from compliments wasn’t simply because I feared people envying me for my intelligence. It went beyond that. Sometimes when someone is as brainy as I am, the average and even above-average students get annoyed because the spotlight on that person washes the others out. Everyone anticipated that I would win every possible academic award on graduation day. I would surely be the valedictorian, with the highest average ever for someone graduating from this school. Other parents might growl or grunt when my name was called repeatedly. I might moan myself.

			I had just left the gym, where the spring school party was, and come into the bathroom, where I was surprised to find Lily and her clique. The moment I had entered, she had pounced on me with her offer. I had hesitated to attend this party. I knew how bad it could get, but despite what the girls in my class thought about me, I, too, wanted to have a good time. However, unlike them, I didn’t think I had to set my brain on fire to do it. Unless some of them did that, they were bored—and to them, there was nothing worse than being bored. A list of their causes of boredom could paper over the walls of their bedrooms. Every day, they tried to outdo one another by adding to the list of what bored them the most.

			Being in class was dreary no matter who the teacher was or what the subject was. Homework was dreadfully boring and was always thought to be a punishment or a burden.

			Being with your family was boring.

			Going to family affairs like birthdays, anniversaries, and even Christmas dinners was extra boring.

			Watching most television was boring, especially if you had to do it with your family.

			Eating a good breakfast was so boring you could fall asleep chewing and swallowing, especially if your mother was standing over you and telling you what was good for you.

			Reading was boring, unless it was a tweet.

			Being in the library, where it was very quiet, was as boring as sleeping. It turned stomachs into beehives and tongues into fish flopping on the shore.

			Doing anything regularly, like brushing your teeth, taking a bath or a shower, brushing your hair, washing your clothes, cleaning up your room, or, if you had to, watching your younger brothers or sisters, was borrrrrrring beyond belief. Sharing your suffering was the only way to cool off the rage. Some of these girls breathed complaints instead of oxygen from the moment they stepped out of their homes.

			Boredom was worse than death, because boredom lasted longer, and the stress might give you pimples or something worse, like an inferiority complex. You could go crazy!

			To them, even though they came to this school party, it was in and of itself boring because it was a school-sponsored party, so the only way to enjoy it was to . . . forget it!

			And how did you forget it?

			You lit up your brain with some designer drug and took a trip to some other planet.

			“What, are you too smart to do the things we do, Corliss Simon?” Marsha Bloom asked, shaking her head at me. She smiled coldly. It was a smile that could freeze molten lava. “Or are you just too good for us?”

			Marsha was a tall, light-brown-haired girl with hazel-brown eyes that always looked tired to me. Like Lily, she had her hands on her hips, and turned her shoulders as she stepped close enough to me that I could tell she hadn’t brushed her teeth or eaten a mint after her last cigarette. She looked like she could punch a hole in the wall with her elbows.

			This was clearly what everyone meant by “getting in your face.”

			Marsha was one of those white girls who, for some reason, were always trying to act and sound tougher than anyone else. I imagined she hated herself.

			“It’s not a matter of being too good, and it’s not a matter of being too smart, Marsha. But it is a matter of being wise enough to avoid serious trouble,” I said calmly, which only annoyed her more.

			“Wise enough?” She grimaced as if I had just made her swallow sour milk.

			I knew I sounded like Albert Einstein, but I couldn’t help it. Truth, facts, clinically proven statistics—they all had a habit of spilling out of my mouth. At any given moment, I could recite most of Wikipedia.

			Suddenly, I surprised Lily by plucking the pill out of her palm. Then I held it up between my thumb and forefinger so all the girls could see. Their attention was fixed on me now, anticipating that I would just give in and swallow it, but I was going to disappoint them.

			“If this is really what Lily thinks it is, what whoever sold it to her told her it is, it’s probably MDMA.”

			“No, it ain’t,” Lily said, wagging her head at me. “It’s X.”

			“That’s what X is supposed to be, Lily, methylenedioxymethamphetamine.”

			“Huh?” Agatha Looman said. She was right beside Lily now. Aggie, as she was better known, was a broad-shouldered black girl with a pretty face smothered under her fat jelly cheeks. She had very big breasts, heavy hips, and thighs like fire hydrants, and she was proud of that, no matter how many lectures Mrs. Turman, the school nurse, gave her about being overweight. She might as well tattoo her arm with high blood pressure and diabetes.

			“Can you talk English? How can you expect us to know what that is, much less say it?”

			“MDMA,” I said, still holding up the pill, “if this is indeed it, and it might not be, is a semisynthetic member of the amphetamine class of psychoactive drugs. You don’t really know the dosage. You didn’t exactly get it from a sanctioned vendor.”

			“Huh? Sanctioned vendor?”

			“Yes, it might make you feel really good, or it might cause brain damage, serious brain damage. It’s been known to cause severe depression, panic attacks, and frightening short-term memory confusion, among other things.”

			I paused and put the pill up to my temple like I would the barrel of a pistol. “Taking any drug someone sold you on the street is like playing Russian roulette with a thirty-eight-caliber.” I put it back in Lily’s palm and added, “You could end up in a wheelchair, drooling, in some institution.”

			For a moment, no one spoke. My description had taken the steam out of them, as they contemplated their own mortality, but, like with anyone our age, it lasted only a moment.

			We don’t get sick.

			We don’t have bad trips.

			We don’t die.

			Lily smirked, shook her head, and stepped back as if I breathed disease. “Man, if anyone could spoil a good time, it’s you, girl. When you finally have sex, you’ll probably ruin it by telling the dude exactly what’s going on in his boy body and what’s going on in you while you’re doing it.

			“You know what I mean,” she said, now playing more to her friends. “Those sperm fishes swimmin’ around those eggs.” She stepped forward again, used her right hand to illustrate by moving it like a fish in my face, and then stopped to add, “Yours are probably poached, anyway.”

			The girls laughed.

			“She’ll probably have a textbook out with some illustrations showing him exactly what’s the proper way,” Marsha said, quickly picking up where Lily left off. She spoke through her nose to imitate Mrs. Turman in health class. She pressed her forefinger against her thumb and held her hand up. “You know, you put your thing in here and stir . . .”

			“And of course, she’ll tell him the safe way,” Aggie said. “Corliss always gotta do what’s safe. She’s probably too scared to ride a roller coaster, even.”

			“Roller coaster? That girl’s too scared to ride a bike,” Marsha said. “Even a three-wheeler.”

			The girls laughed. The bathroom was their classroom. They could feel superior. In it, they were the teachers, and I was the student.

			“Think whatever you want,” I said in a tired tone. I was angry with myself for even trying to help them.

			“You hopeless, girl,” Lily said, wagging her head with a sincere expression of pity.

			Maybe I was hopeless when it came to making friends or having a good time. Sometimes I felt that way about myself. There was no doubt I was a type of poison to them, killing them with reality and truth.

			“So if she’s so hopeless, why are we hanging in this girls’ room so long and trying to get her to do some X with us?” Terri Morris asked.

			They looked at her as if she had said the most brilliant thing of all.

			“Good question. This is a waste of my time,” Lily said. She popped her pill and smiled at me. “Go back out there and hold hands with Jackson Marshall. Corliss here hangs with him, but now if you want, Aggie, you can instead.”

			“If he washed those hands properly,” Aggie said.

			“Jackson will always wash properly. His mommy makes him and checks behind his ears ’fore she lets him out of the house.”

			The laughter carried them out of the girls’ room and left me staring at the door. Their laughter lingered and echoed in my mind. I hated feeling so defeated, especially by them. My IQ was at least fifty points higher than that of the most intelligent of their group, and their prospects for any sort of success in life were practically nil. And yet I felt depressed, like I was the one with an indistinct future.

			Nevertheless, I gazed with a little regret at the door. I would be lying if I didn’t admit that a part of me wanted to go out with them, to do what they did and be with them, be accepted by them. They ran the school. Other students stepped aside when they marched through the halls. There were plenty of times, more lately, maybe, when I wanted to break out and have a wild time, if simply to get out from under the label pasted on my forehead: Miss Goody Two-Shoes, the A-Plus-Plus Girl Wonder. Was I someone’s lab experiment? I was off the charts when it came to intelligence tests. And the whole school knew it. Even my teachers were intimidated. I deliberately answered questions wrong sometimes. But they knew when I did. Everyone knew.

			It was almost as if I were double-jointed or something and could twist my arms and legs around myself. I really did have nightmares about ending up in some circus in a glass cage, doing math sums faster than an accompanying computer or babbling facts about anything in the world. People would pay to ask me any questions and try to stump me.

			But there were other, more important things to worry about. Financial problems seemed to be raining down on us these days. My mother had to return to the Korean laundry on Venice Boulevard in West LA, where she had worked washing and ironing and occasionally doing some tailoring. She was very good at that and was one of the most responsible workers they’d ever had, so when she asked for her old job back, they were eager to have her.

			However, I felt bad for my mom. She had been hoping to be more of a mother and more of a wife. It was the life she had chosen, and she didn’t like pawning off her responsibilities on someone else, even if that someone else was me. For her, family was more important than fame or developing a career. Her face would brighten with Christmas-tree lights when she talked about my father, me, or my brother and sister. Everyone assumed I’d be something like a nuclear physicist, but I feared that even if I won the Nobel Prize, I’d never feel the joy I knew she felt in her heart by doing what was simply expected of her as a wife and mother. How could she be so satisfied with only the smiles of her children and the appreciation of her husband? Where was the magic in that, the secret formula for such contentment? You don’t study for it; you don’t need a degree. That was a secret no one would even think to solve. It wasn’t important enough and paled next to the pursuit of stem cells or even a better furniture polish.

			On the other hand, who knew me well enough to see what turmoil was in my heart or even expected there would be any for a genius like me? How could someone so brilliant that she knew more than her teachers be unhappy? I certainly didn’t want my parents to feel sorry for me. I was out there like a high-flying kite, catching the wind of their dreams.

			My father was the head of security at Ram Studios in Burbank. He made a good salary, but with my ten-year-old brother, Randall, and my eight-year-old sister, Andrea, needing more and more, along with the rise in insurance and house maintenance, our costs had grown exponentially in the bad financial times. I hated to see my parents agonizing over every dollar spent.

			My mother going back to work meant that I had to take on more responsibilities at home. I didn’t mind that so much, and it certainly didn’t have the slightest effect on my schoolwork. Probably nothing could.

			Although neither of my parents talked about it very much, especially now, I had been diagnosed as a gifted child when I was in the first grade. My teacher, Mrs. Cardin, thought she was seeing and hearing things when I spoke or wrote. I was so far advanced in my thinking. I believe I enjoyed the constant amazement on her face more than anything else when I read from books used in high school and did math problems that were beyond most junior high students.

			She would put me off in a corner of the classroom to work on the more difficult materials she had borrowed from the junior and senior high school teachers. Even then, I was separated from my classmates, who peered at me with confusion and wonder. What made me so special? Practically every day, the grade-school principal, Mrs. Greene, brought someone in from some other school or even, I heard later, from a college to witness me performing these astonishing educational feats that I thought were easy.

			I also remember my parents, especially my father, looking stunned when Mrs. Greene brought in the high school psychologist, Dr. Fromer, to evaluate me and then had a meeting with my parents and me. My father kept looking at me as Dr. Fromer went over the testing and the results. It made me feel funny, made me feel as if my own father were looking at me for the first time ever. Dr. Fromer was suggesting that I could be another Albert Einstein.

			“I knew she was smart,” my father said. “She’s done lots of things that made us take note, but we never thought she was as smart as you’re saying. Gifted, huh?”

			“That’s a technical description based on her scores. She’s very special.” Dr. Fromer explained how they measured IQ and what my numbers meant. “We’ll do the best we can for her, but she’s very special,” he repeated, with more emphasis. He made it clearly sound like they couldn’t do enough. I was already beyond what they could provide.

			My parents were impressed, but I thought he made me sound too strange. I really did wonder if I would end up in a circus or on some television show in which professors threw questions at me from every angle and some bell rang with each of my answers. Defeat the young genius and win a trip to Paris or something.

			“I’m not particularly smart,” my father said. “But I’m no dummy. I graduated easily from high school, and so did Mary.” He nodded at my mother. “But we never had anyone like her in either of our families, right, Mary?”

			“Not that I recall,” my mother said. She always dressed up when she was going to the school, and because she did, my father made sure to put on his best sports jacket and a tie. She smiled at me. “We’d be proud of her no matter what. We have no famous people in our families, but we have no fools, either.”

			“Well, no one really can tell you why someone like Corliss comes about. It has something to do with the mystery of genetics, I suppose. The point is, we have to recognize that she’s special,” Dr. Fromer stressed. I was beginning to hate the word. “But,” he quickly added, maybe because he saw the expression on my face, “don’t make her feel odd. I see enough of that with ordinary brilliant students.” He shrugged and smiled at me. “As intelligent as anyone who’s been through this school may have been, Corliss is at least ten times as intelligent, Mr. Simon.”

			“You don’t say.” My father looked at me strangely again. His eyes widened, and the skin on his forehead tightened with his new concentration. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “Well, that’s something.”

			I don’t think my father ever looked at me the same way since that meeting. Sometimes I wish we had never had it. I knew, later on when I was older, that both my parents felt bad about not being able to provide more opportunities for me, the least of which was a private high school with extra attention. It wasn’t a big secret that the public school I attended was barely keeping its head above state requirements. The classes were very large, the building in disrepair, and the teachers generally discouraged because of the lack of support and the discipline problems.

			I also knew that I was something of an educational oasis for all my teachers. Navigating through the desert of students who were disinterested, tired from staying up too late, and otherwise unmotivated, my teachers sometimes clung to me in embarrassing ways. Many times, during my English and history classes in particular, my teachers would act as if there were only two people in the room, they and I. I knew how much the other students resented me because of that. Even though they showed little interest in the subject being discussed, they hated being ignored.

			There was nothing worse than being treated as though you were invisible. Many saw that enough in their own homes. I knew that was why they acted out so much, but one thing I tried to avoid was diagnosing the behavior of my classmates in front of them. Even a side remark would result in my being called “Dr. Corliss.” They’d chant it after me in the hallways or write it in lipstick on my hall locker.

			Over time, my classmates came up with all sorts of terrible names for me, born of their resentment of all the attention I got. Maybe I was merely a living reminder of how they were becoming failures. If you consistently received fifties or even forties on tests, you didn’t want to confront someone who never received anything less than a hundred.

			“Egghead” wasn’t a satisfactory name for me. Instead, they would call me “Suck-Up” or “Bun Kisser,” even though I didn’t have to do anything extra to win my teachers’ respect.

			Brenda Thomas actually went to the library to do some research so she could come up with something more clever to call me and impress not only me but also her friends. She waited for the right moment after English class one day and then stood in the doorway as I approached and said, “Here comes our very own proctologist, our anal-cavity expert.”

			Some of those who laughed obviously had no idea what that meant.

			“Very good, Brenda,” I said. “Someday when you go for a colonoscopy and they put a camera up your rectum, you’ll think of me.”

			She stood there with her mouth open as I smiled and walked by. She had no idea what a colonoscopy was, but I didn’t really feel very good about putting her down. It simply reinforced their resentment.

			I never felt good about being left out of things, isolated in school, avoided in the streets, rarely invited to parties, and generally ignored by boys, except for Jackson Marshall lately. I knew I wasn’t unattractive. If anything, I was often compared to Beyoncé. I was five foot ten and had a good figure. It seemed I had everything anyone could dream of having, certainly enough to be popular with boys. Almost daily throughout my school life, I could see the hesitation in their faces. My brain was too threatening to them. Boys didn’t want to feel inferior to the girls they might date. Problem was, I couldn’t be dumb just to please some boy who looked attractive. My tongue wouldn’t let me dumb myself down.

			However, there were many times when I was in the middle grades when I deliberately did poorly on tests and pretended I didn’t know the answers to questions so boys wouldn’t reject me so quickly. My teachers all knew I knew better and bawled me out when they could get me alone after class. At one point, I was sent to the school psychologist and guidance counselor, who gave me a lecture about wasting my gifts.

			Everyone kept assuming that I would win a pile of scholarships, but I had no interest in a career yet. All that seemed way off in some distant future. If I didn’t win the scholarships, I imagined I would go nowhere special. Mr. VanVleet, the high school guidance counselor, warned me that the better colleges liked to see what they called an all-around student and not just a genius. I belonged to no clubs or teams. He was continually after me about it, but my home duties took up too much after-school time, and my interests didn’t lean toward any clubs, teams, or even dramatics. Students plucked out of the poorer communities and given full scholarships to top universities were rare, anyway. The bottom line was that we had no money for a special private college where my gifts could be fully developed.

			To my way of thinking, I was still simply an oddity, a person of some interest for my teachers, someone who could help them get through their difficult times, but there was no one who could help me get through mine, not really.

			I was so tired of it.

			My head was full of facts and information. Okay, I was gifted, but when would the gifts begin to make me feel better about myself?

			Would they ever?

			Was I cursed or blessed?

			Now I left the girls’ room and, feeling defeated, walked across the gym with my head down, avoiding everyone. The music was loud, and the words were distorted because of the poor acoustics, but apparently, no one really cared. Lily and the other girls were already into their highs from their ecstasy and were carrying on as if it were midnight on New Year’s Eve. Jackson Marshall, the high school senior who was practically the only boy who would dare talk to me these days, was waiting for me. We hadn’t come to the party together, but he had come over to me the moment he saw me.

			Jackson wasn’t intimidated by me. He was in a battle to be valedictorian this year. There were two others in his class half a point behind him. He was leaning against the wall near the refreshment table. With a shock of buttercup-yellow hair that he kept neatly styled, dreamy blue eyes, and high cheekbones, he was also one of the better-looking boys in my school. His uncle was an Episcopalian minister, and I knew from what Jackson had told me that his mother was hoping he would become one, too. I didn’t think it was his dream, but he was what I would call “religious conscious.” He was good at quoting the Bible and very aware of the potential for sin. But he wasn’t preachy. He was just . . . aware.

			Jackson had a slim build and wide shoulders and stood just over six foot three. He was very good at tennis, something few boys at our school played. We didn’t have a court at our school. There was a neighborhood court by his house that he could use when he had someone to play against, usually one of his older cousins. One afternoon, I went by to watch him, but he didn’t notice me, and I didn’t make myself known.

			I saw that Marsha and Brenda had been talking to him, but when they saw me coming, they quickly walked away.

			“You all right?” Jackson asked, practically having to shout so I could hear.

			I nodded.

			He handed me the cup of punch he had waiting for me on the table.

			“Thank you.”

			“Marsha was telling me how the girls were giving you a hard time,” he said. “She was more like bragging about it.” He had his lips so close to my ear that they touched in what would almost be a kiss.

			“They tried.” I drank some punch. My throat had gone dry from how tense I was in the bathroom, something I hadn’t wanted to show them.

			“It’s getting wild out there,” Jackson said, nodding at the kids on the dance floor. “Some idiots are trying to get the others to make a mosh pit.”

			I nodded. I could see some kids deliberately knocking into others. Funny what amuses kids my age, I thought. Should I be amused by the same things? Did intelligence, intelligence like mine, whether you liked it or not, age you the way Lily accused me of being aged?

			The music was turned up a few notches.

			“I’m not sure I can take much more,” Jackson said, practically screaming to be heard.

			I nodded again, punctuating it with a grimace of pain. I drank some more punch. I didn’t want to shout back and strain my voice. Truthfully, I wouldn’t have come to the party if my mother hadn’t insisted. She was feeling guilty about my having to come right home after school to look after my brother and sister and was now blaming herself for my lack of a social life. I tried to explain why it wasn’t her fault, but she was convinced that if I just got out a little and did what other girls my age were doing, I’d start having fun.

			If she only knew what many of the girls my age were doing in the name of fun.

			I finished my punch, thinking we might just leave and go for a walk. No one would care that we had left. I was about to suggest it when one of Jackson’s friends, Ted Scott, started talking to him excitedly. Ted was laughing, but Jackson just nodded.

			It was probably a dirty, disgusting joke, I thought. Like me, Jackson hated dirty jokes. I hated them because they were usually quite juvenile. He hated them because he was brought up in a home where no curse word was accepted and taking the name of God in vain was really considered a sin. I knew that just listening to these jokes made him feel guilty. I was feeling sorry for him but suddenly began feeling sorrier for myself.

			The first indication that something was wrong with me was the way the music began to sound. It seemed to be going in and out, the notes elongated, the bass very low, and the high notes shrill enough to shatter glass.

			The second hint came when the crowd in front of me began drifting out of focus, some of the students dwindling and some widening. Their faces ballooned. Their laughter was like rolling thunder.

			Despite all this, I felt a strange uplift in my spirits. I wanted to laugh, even as I also wanted to cry. I moved back and forth from depression to elation, as if I were on a roller coaster of emotions. I could feel the pounding start in my heart and realized I had begun to break out in a sweat.

			For a moment, I thought I could see a terrific storm heading my way. Windows rattled, and the pathetic gym decorations seemed to be floating in some wind. A small tornado was coming. I wanted to shout a warning.

			Before it hit hard, I remember looking at the empty cup and then at Marsha, who stood off to the side with Brenda and the others.

			They were all standing there with identical idiotic smiles on their faces, watching me.

			Between these insane visions, I had a realization: Jackson had handed me my glass of punch, but Marsha must have distracted him so Brenda could put something in it.

			Was it X, or was it worse?

			I was losing control and soon wouldn’t even be able to explain why.

			The music got louder and louder. I dropped the cup and put my hands over my ears.

			I heard the voice of someone shouting, screaming. It was terrifying.

			And then I realized why.

			It was my own voice.

			I was the one screaming.
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			Mrs. Turman, our school nurse, called an ambulance to get me to the nearest hospital immediately. I should have been grateful that she just happened to be one of the chaperones that night, but later I would be embarrassed and quite ashamed, even though it wasn’t my fault.

			Afterward, I wished everyone would simply ignore me the way they usually did. However, my behavior had been wild, and there were many who enjoyed reenacting it with great exaggerations. I couldn’t walk through a hallway without someone going into an out-of-control Saint Vitus’s dance, their arms and body twisting awkwardly.

			I had panicked at the party because I knew exactly what was happening to me and what could result.

			They said I was swinging my arms madly to keep everyone away from me.

			I spun around so much that I fell backward, first ungracefully on my rear end and then out flat. Jackson was at my side, holding my hand and saying something to me, but his voice sounded as if he were talking through a tunnel. Mrs. Turman was there next to him. She was taking my pulse and then shouted to someone.

			I think I blacked out and woke again while someone was putting a cool cloth on my forehead. What seemed like moments later, I felt myself being lifted and then rolled out of the school on a stretcher, Mrs. Turman beside me and holding my hand. I was trembling terribly and crying. I must still have been swinging my free arm madly again, because they stopped the stretcher so someone could strap my arms in and then strap in my feet as well.

			Later, I had a glimpse of my father’s face as they wheeled me into the emergency room, but a glimpse was enough to understand that he wore an expression that was a mixture of concern and rage. The school had contacted my home immediately, and he had just gotten back from his shift at the production company. My mother was standing beside him, holding my brother’s and sister’s hands, all three looking absolutely terrified. My family had arrived at the hospital quickly, but they couldn’t come into the examination area right away.

			The paramedics pretty much confirmed what Mrs. Turman had believed and what I knew: I was suffering from a serious drug reaction.

			The question none of them could answer at the moment was: Did I take the drugs willingly, or did someone spike my punch?

			Once I knew that was the issue, I immediately felt sorry for Jackson, since he was the one who had handed me the cup of punch. He was sure to be the person of most interest to the police in determining if this was my doing or someone else’s. They might even think it was he. An incident like this required that the police investigate, and that would have repercussions at school, where Dean Becker and the principal were surely going to pursue their own inquiry. The school had a no-tolerance rule for drugs. If you were caught dispersing any, you were expelled and charged with the crime. Using could have the same result.

			I had a fitful night at the hospital, with crying jags and periods when my body seemed to freeze. It took all night and into the late morning before I was really able to converse relatively intelligently with anyone. My mother remained in my hospital room for the whole night, holding my hand. When I opened my eyes again, she was asleep in the chair but still clinging to my hand.

			The moment I moved, she woke up. “How do you feel?” she asked immediately.

			I was still trying to figure out where I was and how I had gotten here. I shook my head. “What happened to me?”

			“We’re not sure yet, honey, but it has to do with drugs. Your daddy took your brother and sister home.”

			“They were here?” Everything that had happened afterward was lost in a fog.

			“He wanted to stay, but it was better that he be the one to go home. He would be making everyone uncomfortable, not least of all me.”

			A tall, dark-haired nurse who looked a few days short of retirement came in to check on me. It was clear from the expression on her face that she thought she had more important nursing responsibilities than attending to another teenager who had overdosed on some party drug. She checked my blood pressure and pulse, checked my temperature, and then muttered something about sending in some breakfast.

			My mother was displeased with her indifferent behavior but thought it better not to complain. Apparently, one of Lily Putney’s more credible lackeys, Toby Morgan, had told the police she had seen me take a pill in the girls’ room. When they pressured her to tell them who had given it to me, she gave them the biggest lie possible, telling them, “No one. She had it on her. In fact, she tried to give one to me.”

			After my mother told me all this, I started to cry. Maybe it was a residual effect from the drugs, but I couldn’t help it. All my emotions still seemed heightened, and I hated it. I don’t think there was anything I hated more than not being in control of myself. That was why I would never take drugs, nor would I want to get drunk. I wouldn’t even take a puff on a joint. I often wondered why those in my school who did take drugs weren’t concerned about losing their self-control and being at the mercy of others.

			I knew this was an even bigger reason the other girls thought I was so different from them. It wasn’t only my IQ. That they could stand. What they could not abide was being made to feel inferior because of what they wanted to do, what made them happy, what they thought was important. I had come to believe that no matter where I was or who was with me, I would always make others feel inferior. How’s that for a curse?

			And my teachers and the school administrators were telling me I was blessed, exceptional, and full of potential.

			Potential for what? Unhappiness?

			“She’s lying, Mom. I never took any drugs. Where would I get them to give to someone else? How would I have money for such things?”

			“I know, honey,” she said, but there was that small hesitation, that movement of her eyes to look away. She was my mother; she knew how depressed I was feeling lately. Depressed people often turned to drugs.

			But I couldn’t imagine my mother would believe I had deliberately done this to myself. After all, I was the above-genius daughter, larger than life, who had never broken a rule, someone who not only knew right from wrong but also knew the consequences, the statistical risks of deliberately making such mistakes. How many times had she heard me explain to my brother and sister why things were the way they were and why they should never be tempted? So often she had turned to me to “help your brother and sister understand.” It was their nature to be constantly coming back with why this, why that. After a hard day’s work, my mother didn’t have the patience to defend her decisions.

			In my mother’s mind, my super intelligence made me almost angelic. It was God who had touched me with this brilliance, wasn’t it? Okay, what some accused me of doing wasn’t completely out of the realm of possibility, even if it wasn’t probable, but what also made her my mother was her faith in me to tell the truth, especially to her.

			“Your daddy had an important meeting this morning,” my mother said. “He got Randall and Andrea off to school.”

			“And you’ve got to go to work,” I said, now feeling more terrible for her than for myself. She was going to have to explain why she was late. She and my father were going to have to justify this to lots of people, people who would not believe that I was a victim of anyone but myself. Skepticism was almost the lifeblood of our community. It was difficult not to be cynical. Teenagers were mostly trouble. Why would my high grades be enough to grant me special treatment?

			“It’ll be all right,” she said, standing. “You’ve got to stay here for a day or so to be sure you’re all right. I’ll get back as soon as I’m able. Your daddy will see to Andrea and Randall after school, but then he’s got to go to work.”

			“Is he very mad?”

			She leaned over to kiss me on the forehead and brush back my hair. She smiled. “You know your daddy, with that military police training. He never met a rule he didn’t like.”

			We always used to joke about it and tease him, but right now, it didn’t seem very funny to me.

			“Someone did this to me, Mom. He’s got to believe that.”

			“He will. He’s just embarrassed right now. Don’t worry. Do what they tell you so you can get home quickly.” She patted my hand and started out, looking like the night had aged her years.

			I began to cry but kept my tears from building and pressed my lips together. My chest ached with the tension, and then one of the nursing aides brought in some light breakfast for me. I ate what I could and fell asleep. Afterward, one of the doctors on duty, Dr. Broman, stopped in to see me. He looked like he was still in high school, but he spoke with confidence, assuring me that I would be fine.

			“It was enough to give you a good hangover,” he said simply. He didn’t seem to care whether I had done it to myself.

			“Was it methylenedioxymethamphetamine?”

			He raised his eyebrows. “Exactly. Are you heading for a career in medicine? You’re a high school junior, right?”

			“I’m a naive fool,” I said. “Maybe I’ll graduate to idiot.”

			He laughed. “Okay. We’ll get you home tomorrow. Keep drinking liquids.”

			“As long as it isn’t spiked.”

			He smiled. He was giving me the benefit of the doubt and then told me why. “Something like this happened to me in med school. A few of my buddies decided to initiate me. Their weak excuse was that if I didn’t experience it, I wouldn’t appreciate what my patients were suffering. I tried to burn each of them with a cigarette lighter using the same rationale. A week later, we all joked about it over some beers. Don’t let this ruin your life. Chalk it up to an experience you won’t experience again.”

			He winked and left me feeling a little less sorry for myself, though no less angry.

			After lunch, Jackson appeared. I was sitting up but still feeling weak. I saw immediately that he was blaming himself.

			“Hey, how ya doing?” he asked, and pulled the chair my mother had sat in all night close to the bed. He looked as depressed and tired as I felt.

			“Angry at myself more than sick,” I said. “I saw those two talking to you. I should have expected it.”

			“No, I should have. I had my back to Brenda, and Marsha was distracting me. I was the one who handed you the punch, an unwitting accomplice. I was such a fool.”

			“It’s not your fault, Jackson. If you think that way, you make them less guilty. It’s almost like giving them an excuse.”

			He nodded and then smiled. “I never thought of it like that. Even in this condition, you strike gold.”

			“Hardly gold.”

			We looked at each other just a little more intensely than ever. Was it because of what had happened and only that? Would this sudden new feeling pass?

			“I should have paid more attention to you, Corliss. I should have looked after you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I wanted to,” he said, and surprised me by reaching for my hand. “If I had, you probably wouldn’t be in here.”

			I looked at his hand holding mine. Funny, I thought, but all this time, all the times we had been together for one thing or another, we had rarely touched. He wasn’t all that easy to read, even for me. Was he sorry because of what happened to me, or was he sorry because he had taken so long to tell me he had deeper feelings for me than mere friendship?

			“Is that all right?” he asked, probably because I had yet to respond even close to the way he was hoping.

			“Yes,” I said. He smiled. “Did the police question you?”

			“Yes, and Dean Becker, too. I assured them that you didn’t take any drugs yourself. I told them about Brenda and Marsha, but I didn’t see it actually happen, so . . .”

			“That’s all right. I’m sorry you were drawn into it.”

			“I’m not.”

			“Are your parents upset?”

			“No,” he said quickly, maybe too quickly. “They believe me.”

			I could tell from the way he said it that they weren’t one hundred percent sure. Maybe they had even warned him to stay clear of me for a while, if not forever.

			He stood up and walked to the foot of the bed, put his hands on the railing, and leaned toward me. I sensed the anger in him.

			“Don’t blame your parents. They’re simply worried for you, Jackson. You’re going to be the school valedictorian.”

			“They believed me,” he insisted.

			“Okay.”

			“When you get out of here and you’re able to, of course, I’d like to take you to dinner, and not just pizza,” he said firmly. “My parents took me to a great little Italian restaurant two weeks ago, and I thought we could go there. If you like Italian food,” he quickly added.

			“I do.”

			“Great.” He looked at his watch. “I have to run off to do an errand for my mother. I’ll call you later, okay?”

			“Yes, Jackson. You don’t have to ask permission. This isn’t the Victorian age.”

			He smiled widely. “I can see you’re getting better quickly.” He turned and started out, then stopped and rushed back to the side of my bed.

			I looked up at him, smiling with amusement.

			Before I could speak, he leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. Then he fled.

			Was it possible? Could something good come out of this after all?
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			Days later, when I was well enough to return to school, I sensed what would surely be considered an ironic benefit resulting from what the girls had done to me. I knew they had done it, of course, and it wasn’t my fault, but Hamlet’s mother’s famous line in the play worked its way to the top of my thoughts the day I returned to school: The lady doth protest too much, methinks. I decided I would not spend any time denying accusations or defending myself. The more I did, the less I’d be believed. Actually, I enjoyed the way most of my teachers were looking at me now. Miss Perfect Absolute Genius was real after all. Despite her braininess, she was a normal teenager. She could make mistakes.

			Anyway, Lily, Marsha, Aggie, and the others had enjoyed a solid day without me there trying to defend myself and blame them.

			Jackson had warned me about them when he called on the first day of school after the party. “They’re swearing you took X, didn’t think it was that strong, and took two in the girls’ room. Marsha Bloom claims you told her one of my cousins got you the drugs to sell because your mother had to return to work and your family needed money.”

			“I’m surprised she concocted a fairly logical story about it,” I said. “If I wasn’t Corliss Simon, I might believe her.”

			Jackson laughed. “Yeah. If they put half the energy into their schoolwork that they put into lying, they’d all be A students. It’s what they’re good at: lying.”

			“It’s all right. Let them.”

			“No, it’s not. I bawled them out in the cafeteria today, but they just laughed. Some of my so-called friends did, too. I have another warning for you. Don’t bother using me as a witness. They’re telling everyone we’re seeing each other and that I would say anything to defend you.”

			“Would you? Say anything, I mean?”

			He was silent so long that I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then he gave me a good Jackson Marshall answer. “If you were accused of something untrue, yes. If you did something wrong, I would persuade you to confess and take away the power girls like that would think they have over you.”

			“Safe answer,” I said. I didn’t say it with any appreciation.

			He heard some disappointment and began to dig himself out. “But you wouldn’t be guilty anyway, Corliss. I know your heart.”

			“Okay.” I felt like giving him a pass for now. He had arranged for our dinner date the following weekend, and the moment I returned to school the next day, he was there at my side whenever he could be.

			By now, I had become quite infamous. I learned that a number of other students had been called into the dean’s office and questioned about the incident. Many, afraid of Lily and Marsha, supported the other girls’ claims. Doubt about my innocence couldn’t be completely crushed, but the testimony of the other girls wasn’t sufficient to convict me, either. As Jackson would say, and as Dean Becker obviously thought, Consider the source.

			Nevertheless, for a while that week, I really did enjoy the notoriety. I was something more than the school’s academic oddity, and my refusing to discuss it only kept it alive. It even made me seem a little dangerous.

			At home, however, I didn’t enjoy that feeling. My father had seen enough in his life to challenge any claim of innocence, even mine.

			“I hope you’re telling us the truth, Corliss,” he said the first chance he got. My mother bawled him out for having even the slightest doubt, but that glimmer of skepticism lingered in his eyes. The ironic joy I had felt in attracting suspicion in school died a quick death under my father’s look. Instead, the anger I had put aside came raging back one night. I realized that I shouldn’t be concerned only about my reputation. My father put a lot of value in the family name and his status. After all, what he did for a living required that he be respected and trusted. If he couldn’t control his own daughter, how could he be expected to watch over the welfare of others?

			During the next few days, Jackson did all he could to help me forget what these girls had done to my reputation, but I couldn’t escape the heat of the satisfied smiles they directed at me. If I’m so much smarter than they are, I thought, I’ll work on my revenge. This driving passion grew stronger every day, despite Jackson’s efforts to get me to think of other things.

			The truth was that his perception of me as this pure and perfect girl was beginning to annoy me. Many times that week, he repeated, “I don’t know how anyone could believe them and not you. Anyone just looking at you would see what was true and what was not.”

			Tired of his praise, I reached above my head and felt the air.

			“What are you doing?” he asked.

			“Looking for the halo.”

			He laughed. “Okay, okay. Let’s both stop talking about it.”

			I wanted to, but my thoughts of revenge did not dwindle as time passed all week. The looks, the comments deliberately said loudly enough for me to hear, and the way even some of my teachers gazed at me and whispered among themselves drove me to think more and more about what had been done not only to me but to my whole family. Even my brother and sister were hearing things and being asked questions. My mother told them to ignore it. Time, the great healer of everything, would settle things down.

			But it wouldn’t do that for me. It was truly as if the drug had done more than cause a traumatic physical reaction. It had opened my eyes to a part of myself that had longed for an opportunity to be active—an aggressive part. Logic would always tell me not to permit myself to be baited, to become like them. Yes, I knew the famous saying that once you became like your enemy, your enemy had won.

			But I was tired of logic. I welcomed rage.

			I kept it well hidden. As far as my parents were concerned, I was moving on, still doing exceptional work in school, and now expanding into a social life. For the time being, it did subdue my wrath. I was about to go on my first real date. No one knew, not even I, what doors of exploration it would open for the girl locked inside me. It was as if I were blossoming into a totally new person, a new identity.

			My father was home when Jackson came over to pick me up. The restaurant was only a few blocks away. Jackson wasn’t wearing a jacket, but he had on a dark blue shirt and a light blue tie and a pair of blue slacks, not the typical dress clothes other boys in my school wore. Anticipating the way he would dress, I had put on one of my nicer pink blouses and a black skirt. All fathers were normally suspicious of the boys taking out their daughters, but my father’s training and his work made him more so. Anyone but Jackson Marshall would have been nervous when my father scrutinized him with that intense gaze of his that was like an X-ray, but Jackson was so sure of his own good intentions that he couldn’t imagine being accused of anything.

			“Let me ask you something, Jackson.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Were you aware that those girls were doing drugs?”

			Jackson glanced at me and then nodded. “I think most everyone in the school is aware of that, Mr. Simon.”

			“But you didn’t think to warn Corliss about them?”

			“Stop it, Daddy,” I snapped. “It wasn’t Jackson’s fault. It was mine. I should have realized the possibility. I told you. They distracted him.”

			“Um,” my father said. “Well, you be more aware of what’s happening around you, Mr. Marshall, when you’re with my daughter. We live in a dangerous world.”

			“Yes, sir. I will.”

			“Have a good time,” my mother said.

			My father just nodded, with a face still full of warning.

			I felt ashamed and apologized for my father’s behavior as soon as we stepped out, but Jackson insisted that my father had a right to be suspicious and critical.

			“He’s right. I shouldn’t have been so oblivious. Anyway, he’s got a right to say it, Corliss. No one is supposed to protect you more than your father.”

			As we walked to the restaurant, he continued explaining and justifying the way parents, teachers, and even other students could be skeptical about what had happened at the dance. But I wasn’t in the mood to hear good logic and be understanding. His reasonableness was annoying me. Maybe I shouldn’t have done it, but I began to toy with him.

			“Doesn’t that mean that you have suspicions, too? Maybe there was nothing in the punch. Maybe I did take a pill in the girls’ room and accused them, just to get away with it.”

			“No. I just can’t imagine you doing that.”

			“Why not? I get bored, too, you know. Those girls always seem to be having a better time than I do, no matter what it is.”

			“You don’t really believe that.”

			“You don’t know what I believe. No one really knows what’s in someone else’s mind. You know what? My father’s right about that. Be suspicious, and you’ll be safer.”

			He looked at me oddly. I smiled to myself, happy that I was having some fun being a little mischievous.

			At dinner in the restaurant, I pursued it. “Don’t you feel like taking a pill or drinking a little too much sometimes? Don’t you want to see what it’s all about?”

			“No. I don’t need to do it to know what it is,” Jackson insisted. He tried to change the topic by talking about the food, the college he was going to attend, and a novel he thought I might like to read. But I wouldn’t change the subject.

			If he wants to go out with an angel, he should stay in church, I thought.

			“I can understand why Lily and Marsha used your cousins in their story. I bet they did drugs in college,” I said.

			“If they did, they didn’t tell me,” he said, a little petulant now.

			“I’ve done some research since the party. Upward of eighty percent of college students abuse alcohol. Use of tranquilizers has gone up more than five hundred percent since the nineties. Last year, more than one hundred thousand college-age kids were arrested for drug- or alcohol-related crimes.”

			“Stupid. They deserve to suffer.”

			“Let he who is without sin cast the first stone,” I threw back at him.

			He laughed. “Okay, okay. Let’s just make sure we’re not in the statistics,” he replied. “Can’t we talk about something more pleasant?”

			“Like what?”

			“Like how beautiful you are.” He paled after saying it. “That’s really why those girls are jealous of you.”

			“Thank you,” I said, feeling guilty that I had done anything to annoy him.

			After dinner, we started for home. He mentioned that his parents were out with friends. He made it sound like a simple fact, but I suspected he was suggesting something.

			“I’ve never seen your house, you know,” I said. “I’d like to see your room.”

			“Oh. Well, it’s not much. I mean, I have bookshelves and stuff, but . . .”

			“We’re passing your house. It’s early. Do you want to invite me?”

			“Sure,” he said, though he did sound very nervous about it.

			“I mean, you don’t have to. We can just walk or something.”

			“No, it’s fine. I’ve got that novel, too. I’ll give it to you.”

			His house was a two-story light pink stucco, Spanish-style, similar to most in the neighborhood, with a cocoa-tiled entryway. There was a short, straight stairway with carpeted steps up to the bedrooms. His was the first on the left. Like everything else about him, it was all perfectly put together, the bed made, nothing out of place, and his books and magazines were organized. He had no posters on his dark-wood-paneled walls.

			“When was the last time you used this room?” I asked.

			“What?”

			“It’s very neat, Jackson. Very, very neat. I’d be afraid to show you mine.”

			“Oh.” He smiled and shrugged. “Maybe I have OCD.”

			I looked into his closet and saw how well organized that was as well.

			“Maybe.” I sat on his bed. “Comfortable.”

			“It’s a new mattress . . .”

			I kicked off my shoes and lay back against the pillow. Closing my eyes, I said, “You left some dreams in your pillow.”

			“What?”

			I smiled. “Didn’t you ever wonder where dreams go? They pop like bubbles, but sometimes a part of one lingers. At least for me.”

			He stood there, looking down at me.

			“Did you dream of me last night?” I asked.

			His cheeks turned a shade of rose.

			“Yes.”

			“Did you dream of me being here in your bed?”

			He started to shake his head but stopped and smiled. “Yes,” he confessed.

			“Well, I’m here.”

			I reached up for him. He took my hand slowly, his face full of disbelief and surprise. I held his palm tightly. Then I shifted over, and he lay beside me. When I brought my face closer to his, he kissed me.

			Feelings that had been twisted and knotted inside me began to unravel. When I moaned softly, keeping my eyes closed and my hand on his shoulder, he kissed me again, then on the neck and the chin, before pressing his lips to mine. I moved my hips and brought my body close enough to press against his growing excitement. Then I pushed myself up and began to unbutton my top.

			He looked so helpless, at the mercy of his libido.

			Lily Putney’s derogatory words in the girls’ room before they drugged me returned. I knew what she meant. I’d probably ruin it by telling him exactly what was going on in his body and what was going on in mine while we were doing it.

			Lily wasn’t completely wrong. My mind filled with knowledge of what was happening in both our bodies. All this information occurred to me, but I smothered it just as quickly as it had come. This was a time for feelings, not thoughts. I rushed at them, embracing them. They made me more aggressive than he was, but I was tired of being cautious and wise, brilliant and correct.

			It was time to be a woman.

			I undid my bra and brought my breast to his lips. I had fantasized this scene. Yes, I was a virgin, and maybe he was, too, but the rush of our pleasure was as overwhelming as a strong ocean wave.

			Within moments, I was down to my panties, he was in his underwear, and we were kissing and caressing. How much further would we go?

			“I really like you, Corliss,” he said.

			Oh, don’t justify your desire, I thought. Embrace it.

			Our kisses became more demanding. He pulled back and stepped off the bed, gazing down at me. But he wasn’t retreating. I sensed what he wanted, and that built even more excitement in me.

			Yes, I wanted it, too.

			I got off the bed, too, and we pulled back his blanket. Then he slipped out of his underwear, and I slipped off my panties. How ready was he? Had he ever done this with someone else? Was it part of his dream? Had he gone too far? Was it up to me to stop it now, to let the sensible part of me return? I wasn’t going to be another statistic.

			“Jackson,” I whispered.

			He put his finger on my lips, and then he surprised me when he opened the drawer of his night table. He paused before reaching in and turned to me. “We could stop now.”

			I saw the condom in his hand. I wasn’t about to ask him why he had one at the ready. I knew that some boys had them as a sign of their manhood, even though they had yet to use one. It was enough to carry it in your wallet like a badge. I once overheard Ted Scott refer to it as his loaded gun.

			Jackson was waiting for my permission. Was he being polite, considerate, or was he trying to avoid any sense of guilt? Did he think of it as sin? Did he think I would hate myself afterward and then hate him for tempting me? Why was it right for a boy to experience it, many times, in fact, and never suffer an iota of regret but instead feel he had accomplished something important, become an adult, become sophisticated, pound his chest and roar?

			I hated having to think at all about it. That was what the old Corliss Simon would do, the Corliss Simon who hadn’t been baptized with the nasty drug trip that had crushed her innocence.

			“It would be a worse sin to stop,” I said.

			His smiled broadened. I got under the blanket, and after a moment, he got under it, too.

			Yes, I knew exactly what to expect. I could take the teacher’s place in sex-education class, but nothing I’d read could bring the understanding that came from doing it. No textbook description of an orgasm could do it justice. No feeling could overwhelm and seize the core of my being as much. I was afraid he would rush through it and rob me of my expectations, but Jackson had lived his life fighting selfishness. Of course, I wondered if he was more experienced than I had thought, but I laughed to myself, thinking of one of my father’s favorite expressions: Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Don’t be ungrateful when you get a gift.

			I wasn’t going to be.

			Especially this time.
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			What I wondered most about myself afterward was whether my mother especially could take one look at me and know. Could my father? How changed was I, really?

			I thought Jackson was as stunned by how far we had gone as I was. Afterward, when he walked me home, we were both equally silent, equally thoughtful. Once we left his neighborhood, he held my hand the remainder of the way. He seemed quite nervous again as we approached my house. I didn’t want to hear any note of regret or smell even a whiff of an apology.

			When we reached my front door, I could see the hesitation in his face. I understood; he didn’t want to confront my father just yet.

			“Thank you for dinner.”

			“Yeah, it was great. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			He kissed me quickly and started away like a thief in the night.

			“Jackson,” I called.

			“Yes?”

			“Keep dreaming.”

			He laughed, nodded, and walked off.

			My parents were still watching television. I told them how good the restaurant was and suggested they try it. I studied their faces. Even my father looked a little amused. Both were happy that I was pleased. It occurred to me that they were probably still concerned about how the drug would affect me. The fact that they had suffered and were still suffering from so much anxiety revived my anger. How pleased Lily and Marsha must be with themselves, I thought. They had bested the school genius; they had shown her who was superior. What angered me the most was that I wasn’t going to sleep submerged in the pleasure of warm and exciting lovemaking. I was going to toss and turn with rage again.

			The following day, I concentrated on a research paper on the human genome for my biology class, a subject far beyond the normal curriculum. I didn’t realize until nearly two hours after lunch that Jackson had not called. When he did, he sounded frightened and troubled. He was on his mobile and asked me to meet him at a Starbucks in a strip mall three blocks west of my house.

			“Why?” Why wouldn’t he just come over?

			“I’ll tell you when I see you,” he said.

			Irritated, I hurried out without telling my parents I was leaving and walked to the Starbucks. He was already there, sitting at a table near the front window. I had a feeling he had called me from there. He was hovering over his coffee and didn’t look up until I said his name.

			“Hey. Thanks for coming. You want something? Coffee, tea . . .”

			“No. Why did I have to come here? What is it, Jackson?”

			He waited for me to sit. “I didn’t tell my parents I was taking you out last night,” he began.

			“So?”

			“One of our neighbors, Mrs. Goshen, who’s in my mother’s book club, saw you and me go into the house.”

			“So?”

			“There was a whole to-do about it. My mother called my uncle, who came over, and they all gave me lectures and warnings.”

			“Warnings? About what?”

			“They don’t completely understand what happened to you. I mean, why it happened, and . . .”

			“And now they think I’m exposing you to a dirty, illegal, and immoral world full of sex and drugs,” I said bitterly. “Sounds like a good Christian family meeting.”

			“I told them how wrong they were, but my mother gets hysterical easily, and . . .”

			“And you want to cool it for a while,” I said. “At least, until you get your awards, like the citizenship award and scholarships.”

			He stared at me. “Sure you don’t want anything?”

			“No, Jackson. What are you saying, exactly?”

			He shrugged. “I thought maybe if we’re a little more discreet . . .”

			“You mean, have a secret romance, avoid each other in school, something like that?”

			“I really like you, Corliss. This is just a temporary glitch.”

			I stood up. “I have some serious work to do. I have this theory that evil is inherited in our DNA. As soon as I’ve completed the research, I’ll get it to you so you can give it to your family.”

			“Corliss . . .”

			“Relax,” I said. “Don’t you know the good guys always win?”

			I walked out quickly. All I could see was Lily Putney’s smiling face. Ripples of trouble were still forming from the disaster at the school dance. Those girls would have another victory over me to claim. As I continued home, the plan of revenge came to me quickly. By the time I was at my front door, I knew exactly what I was going to do, but to do it, I had to violate a trust.

			My mother had her rainy-day fund stored in an old teakettle that had belonged to her grandmother. None of us, not even my father, knew how much was in it. On Sunday night, while my parents were out and after my brother and sister had gone to bed, I went to the kettle and plucked out a fifty-dollar bill and a twenty. I didn’t think my mother counted the money. She simply put in the dollars when she could, occasionally took some out, especially for things my brother and sister needed, things my father would say they could do without, and left it at that.

			It was fascinating how quickly students at my school got to know things. It seemed to me that before homeroom was over, most of the girls in my class knew that Jackson had taken me to dinner. What stirred their interest even more was how Jackson and I avoided each other. I knew it would. At lunch, I sat at a corner table by the window and read a copy of a Stanford University research paper regarding the human genome. However, I was keenly aware of the gossip around me.

			Jackson was sitting practically on the other side of the cafeteria, with Ted and two of their other friends. Marsha Bloom apparently had volunteered to find out the nitty-gritty between Jackson and me. She sauntered over to my table and plopped into the seat across from me. I had anticipated this but pretended to be surprised.

			“Are you here to confess?” I asked.

			She laughed. “Everyone thought you and Jackson Marshall were hooking up. Two brains.”

			“Yeah, well, so did I,” I said. I leaned toward her. “I should have listened to you guys.”

			“Huh?”

			“Everyone’s idea of perfect. Turns out, I might contaminate him.”

			“What happened?”

			“Nothing. That’s the problem,” I said, and looked at my paper.

			She laughed and started to stand.

			“Got to get him to loosen up. Know what I mean?” I said.

			“Yeah. Well, good luck with that.”

			“Hey,” I said. She turned back to me. I glanced around and then reached between the last pages of my paper to expose the fifty and the twenty. “What can I get for this? Next chance I have, I’d like to turn him on.”

			She stared at the money and then sat again. “You serious?”

			“We’re seeing each other secretly tomorrow night at his house. His parents have a thing to go to.”

			“You’d do that?”

			“What’s the difference? His parents think I do it anyway, thank you very much.” I shrugged. “Maybe this time, I’ll have a good time.”

			She laughed again and eyed the money. “You want to spend all that?”

			“When?”

			“Let me talk to Lily,” she said.

			She walked back to her table, and I went back to pretending I was reading. Out of the corner of my eye, however, I watched them debate. Lily finally nodded, and Marsha returned to my table.

			I looked up.

			“Be in the girls’ room next to the music room ten minutes into the last period,” she said.

			I nodded and returned to my paper. Indifference was always more convincing. But they weren’t the brightest bulbs on the Christmas tree. They had gotten away with it once; they were sure they could again. As far as they were concerned, I couldn’t compete on their playing field. I was no threat. I was a naive bookworm, and now I wasn’t credible anyway.

			When the bell rang, I made sure to take my time leaving the cafeteria. The girls from hell went to their classes. On my way to mine, I took a quick detour and stopped to see Mrs. Turman. Then I went to class and acted no differently than ever. If anything, I was more energetic than usual, developing a new conversation with my English teacher about Huckleberry Finn while the rest of the class sat idle.

			Ten minutes into the last class of the day, I asked to go to the bathroom and sauntered down the hallway as casually as ever. When I entered the bathroom, Lily and Marsha weren’t there. I tried not to panic. Standing in front of the sink and the mirror, I toyed with my hair, my heart racing. Almost a minute later, they entered.

			“Where’s your money?” Lily asked.

			“Where are the pills?” I countered.

			She looked at Marsha, who nodded. Then she unbuttoned her blouse, reached into her bra with her left hand, and came out with a packet. She held out her right hand.

			The first stall door opened, and Mrs. Turman stepped out. She blew a whistle, and Dean Becker and the school’s security guard entered the bathroom.

			“You bitch,” Lily said. “We’ll get you for this.”

			Afterward, Dean Becker had me write out what had occurred in the bathroom, not that he needed it. Mrs. Turman had seen and heard it all. I hurried home at the end of the day and put the money back into my great-grandmother’s teakettle. I looked after Andrea and Randall, helping them with their homework, and then set the table for dinner. My mother was very pleased when she came home.

			I waited until after dinner, when Andrea and Randall were watching television, before I told my parents anything. Contrary to what I had been anticipating, my father did not look happy about it.

			“I don’t like that you were involved with drugs again,” he said. “No matter what. It wasn’t your job to catch those girls.”

			“They hurt me; they hurt all of us,” I said.

			“I don’t like it.” He rose and went into the living room.

			“I guess I can never make him happy now,” I told my mother.

			She didn’t say anything. She looked confused and afraid. Twenty minutes after I went to my room to read, my phone rang. It was Jackson.

			“Everyone’s talking about what you did!” he began.

			“Did you tell your parents?”

			“It won’t change things. They’ll think you turned state’s evidence or something.”

			“What do you think?”

			“I’m happy they got theirs.”

			“But?”

			“I don’t know if it really solves anything.”

			“You mean, for us?”

			“Some of the guys think I was in on it,” he revealed.

			So that’s it, I thought.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure everyone knows you weren’t.”

			“You get called things—narc, snitch—stuff like that.”

			“Is that why you were so equivocal when you were first questioned about what happened to me?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You told the dean you hadn’t seen them do it, but you knew they had.”

			“I told him what I thought. That’s all I could tell him. It’s a sin to bear false witness.”

			“Sins can become quite convenient sometimes.”

			“I always believed you, Corliss.”

			“I just decided what you should go to school to become.”

			“What?”

			“A politician.”

			“Ha, ha. Look, I want you to know that deep down, no matter what, I’m proud of you,” he said. “And when I can . . .”

			“You’ll prove it. I know. I’m tired. It’s been a big day. See you.”

			“You will,” he assured me. Or he was assuring himself.

			However, he wasn’t too far off with his concerns, nor was my father with his fears.
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			They didn’t wait for me to get to school. My sister, Andrea, saw it first when she opened our front door that morning. Her scream resonated through the house and was so shrill that it made my spine vibrate and stole my breath away for a moment. I was just finishing brushing my hair. I froze and listened, and then I heard my mother shout for my father. I rushed to the front door and found my parents, Andrea, and Randall staring at the short front portico.

			A dead pigeon was lying there, the string used to choke it still around its neck. My father looked at me and then pushed my mother, brother, and sister away as he stepped out and closed the door behind him. My mother brought her closed fist to her mouth.

			“Who did that to the bird?” Randall asked.

			“Go sit in the living room until Daddy tells you it’s all right to leave,” my mother replied.

			I moved forward quickly to take their hands and lead them away. No one spoke. We heard my father come back in quickly and go to the kitchen. My mother followed him. We could hear my father calling the police. After another minute or so, my mother came to the living room.

			“You all go to school now,” she said. “Don’t say anything to anyone about this. Let your daddy handle it. Understand?”

			Randall and Andrea, still quite shaken, nodded quickly.

			I looked at the floor to avoid my mother’s eyes. This was entirely my fault. All I had done was bring terror and fear to our doorstep. Andrea and Randall got up slowly and headed out, moving like they had to walk over hot coals.

			“You wait for us,” my mother told me. “We’re going with you to school. Your daddy wants to talk to Dean Becker.”

			“That will just make things worse,” I said.

			“Corliss!” she snapped. I looked down again and waited for my parents to get ready to go with me. My father would drive us.

			One way I could always tell when my father was on the verge of absolute rage was by how the backs of his hands looked when he squeezed them into fists so tight that they paled. The veins would become embossed, and his knuckles pushed out so hard that I thought they would tear through his skin. He grasped the steering wheel like that. All the way to the school, he was silent. My mother sat looking out the window but seeing nothing. I thought my heart had stopped twenty minutes ago. My chest felt full of cement.

			After we arrived at school, I tried to avoid eye contact with the other students en route to Dean Becker’s office. He was standing outside his inner office, talking to his secretary, when we appeared. My father seemed to swell in size as he entered first. The dean took one look at him and my mother and me and quickly opened his inner office door. He didn’t even say “Good morning” or “How can I help you?”

			We entered, and he followed quickly, closing the door behind him and rushing to get behind his desk. Perhaps he thought that was protection. He was a slim man, maybe five foot nine, with short reddish-brown hair. Before he could say a word, my father held out his smartphone. Dean Becker took it gingerly and looked at the picture on the screen.

			“Where was this?” he asked.

			“Our front door. Just now,” my father said. “I’ve informed the police. They’re coming by to get it and see what they can find out, but you don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to know who did it and why.”

			Dean Becker nodded and looked at me.

			“You call those girls in, and you read them the riot act,” my father ordered.

			“The ones involved in the drug deal yesterday have been expelled. I don’t have any jurisdiction over them.”

			“They have friends, and you know who they are. I don’t want my daughter harassed or threatened. Or harmed!” he added, raising his voice.

			The dean sat slowly. “I’ll bring the principal in on this and wait for what the police tell you. I’ll inform all of Corliss’s teachers to stay alert to anyone threatening her in any way, and I’ll personally stay on it,” he promised. He turned to my mother. “For a while, you might want to escort her to and from school, Mrs. Simon.”

			“My wife works, and so do I,” my father said. “I expect that you and this institution can handle some nasty teenage girls.”

			Dean Becker almost smiled. “I’ll do what I can. We all will.” He turned to me again. “Don’t regret helping us rid this school of drugs.”

			“That’s not her job,” my father said. “If everyone had given her the benefit of the doubt when she was abused, she wouldn’t have done what she did.”

			That surprised me. He was actually criticizing himself as well. The dean nodded.

			“We have to get back to the house and then to work,” my father said. “You come to the dean if anyone bothers you, Corliss. Understand?”

			I nodded.

			“I’m sorry for your trouble. We’ll do the best we can to handle it, and don’t forget to let me know what the police think. I’ll have our security alerted,” Dean Becker told him.

			My father nodded at my mother, and I followed them out. The homeroom bell had rung.

			“I’ll take today off,” my mother told me outside the office. “I’ll be here when school ends.”

			“You don’t have to do that, Mom. I’ll—”

			“You just listen now, Corliss,” my father said. “No more brilliant ideas.”

			I nodded and walked off to my homeroom.

			Sometimes news gets converted to electric energy and passes so quickly through the student body that anyone would think it was written on the walls in the hallways and classrooms. Before the bell rang to send us to our first-period class, the school’s security guard, Mr. Baylor, was at my homeroom door. I saw the looks of satisfaction on the faces of some of Lily’s and Marsha’s friends as he observed them and then trailed behind me down the hallway.

			What had I accomplished? Even Jackson looked too terrified to approach me. He glanced at me and hurried along with his friends. One could sense the tension in the building all day. It was as if a wave of oppressive heat had slipped in through the doors and windows. Voices were subdued; everyone moved cautiously, like people afraid of some potential bomb. Something more nasty directed toward me was anticipated. Whatever it was, it was on hold because of all the awareness. I could hear the tension in my teachers’ voices. Maybe it was my imagination, but most avoided asking me questions or even looking my way, perhaps thinking they were somehow endangering me. Let me be invisible.

			I felt terrible when I saw my mother waiting for me at the end of the day. The peals of laughter behind us were more like darts and arrows sent in our direction. She asked me how things had gone during the day.

			“I don’t remember,” I said. “It was like walking through a thick fog.”

			The police began something of an investigation, but with all the serious crimes on their docket, we didn’t expect any results. About an hour after one of the quietest dinners we’d had in our house, the phone rang. It was Mr. VanVleet, our high school guidance counselor. He had an unusual request. He wanted to come to our house to speak with my parents and me.

			“Oh, this place is a mess!” my mother moaned when my father agreed.

			“I don’t think that will matter right now,” my father said. “He said he had a solution for us and something wonderful for Corliss.”

			My parents sent Andrea and Randall to their rooms just before Mr. VanVleet arrived. The four of us went to the living room, where he began by handing us a brochure for a place called Spindrift. It was clearly a private school.

			“Why are you showing us this?” my father asked. “It looks like an expensive place.”

			“It would be, but Corliss would go there on a full scholarship.”

			My father pulled himself back.

			“This is a college?”

			“No. It’s a special private school designed to serve students like Corliss. A little while back, I submitted her information, and I followed up with a phone call yesterday. They want her to attend. It’s like a college. There are dorms, but it’s quite different from an ordinary school.”

			My father looked at the brochure again.

			“Looks fenced in.”

			“Oh, security is important. It has the most sophisticated technological security.”

			My father nodded. “Impressive,” he said.

			“This is actually a very special school, specifically designed for students like you, Corliss,” Mr. VanVleet said. “They take in only fifteen students a year. The principal is a renowned child psychologist, Dr. Jessie Marlowe.”

			“You mean, it’s like a mental institution?” I said dryly.

			“Oh, no. It has the most advanced learning facilities. It’s in Piñon Pine Grove in the Coachella Valley, not more than two hours from Los Angeles. She won’t be that far from home,” he said, directing this at my mother.

			“Maybe that’s not far enough,” I said.

			“Look. I’m not trying to get rid of you, Corliss, but you and I both know that you’re not being challenged here. You will be challenged there.”

			“And you’ll be safe,” my mother said, practically whispering to herself.

			I looked at her and at my father. This was something I could do for them as much as for myself, I thought. I flipped through the pamphlet.

			“Actually, I’m pretty excited about getting one of my students into this place,” Mr. VanVleet added, smiling.

			My mother looked like she was going to cry at any moment.

			“It would be like going to college, I guess,” I said quickly. “My family could come see me.”

			“Whenever they want. It’s a well-protected place, but they’re permissive about some things. But make no mistake, they want their students to be happy and reach the height of their capabilities. You’re going to be challenged by your fellow students. This is no walk in the park.”

			I smiled. “Yes, Mr. VanVleet. That’s what we can call what I’ve been doing up to now, walking in the park.”

			He smiled, too. “I’ll handle all the arrangements for you.”

			“When would she go?” my mother asked.

			“As soon as you want. There’s no beginning or end, no semesters as we know them.”

			“You mean, she could go tomorrow?” my father asked.

			“Probably. Yes. I can do that,” Mr. VanVleet said.

			My father looked at me. “You want this?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“If she doesn’t like it, she can always come back,” Mr. VanVleet said. “There are no penalties. You’ll have no costs.”

			“Oh, there’s a cost,” my mother muttered.

			I knew what she meant. There was a cost to her, to my father, to my brother and sister, and, yes, to me. I was going to be cut loose like some satellite that had broken out of the earth’s pull and would now wander out there, exploring the unknown.

			In a true sense, I would never return.

			My father shook Mr. VanVleet’s hand. Mr. VanVleet reached for mine. “I’m happy for you,” he said.

			“Thank you.”

			After Mr. VanVleet left, my mother asked me again if this was something I really wanted to do.

			“Oh, yes,” I said, with as much enthusiasm as I could. It was enough to satisfy her and put her at ease, but I was sure she would go to sleep in my father’s arms after she had cried.

			I didn’t cry.

			My family memories were strong. The things I did with my parents, even before my brother and sister had come along, returned to my thoughts. There were hugs and kisses, and my father’s hand holding mine always gave me a sense of security. I know it troubled him that he couldn’t provide that protection absolutely now. I knew my mother would miss hugging me, talking to me, seeing me beside her while preparing dinner or for some holiday celebration. My room would ring with its hollowness, its emptiness. She might want to keep the door closed.

			Just before I went to sleep, I toyed with calling Jackson, but what I feared most was the note of relief I would hear in his voice when I told him.

			Better that I was just not there anymore, I thought. Let him forget me if he could. My ego wished he couldn’t.

			But suddenly, it didn’t matter.

			There was too much ahead of me that did.

			Before I fell asleep, I had a vision. The pigeon on the stoop turned, got to its feet, shook the string off its neck, and flew away.

			Just like I would.
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