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Just a Note
Writers sit in empty rooms a lot.
Me? Not so much. The rooms I sit in are often full of people,
and I am grateful for them. Rafael Polendo sat at my table this
year, bringing the kind of collaborative, professional genius that
every writer hopes for. On the walls hang portraits of imaginative people: mentors, parents, ancestors, writers. My sons and
daughters pulled up their chairs, showing me how to love, think,
and feel nearly every day. My husband, positioned at the head
of the table, gives me the fancy chair whenever I want. Did you
know he even does the dishes?
But the room of this project is mostly crowded with teenagers.
Lots of them.
They are the Elmers and Elenas, the crowd-sourcing masses, my
subconscious descriptions, and the insecurity in my characters’
voices. God brought me the dreamers and the idealists, the jaded
ones, the addicts, and the adolescents sitting on the fringe. They
are the collective energy of this story, and I can’t separate them
from this book.
Nope. I’m never alone. Thank you, Jesus. My table, like my
classroom, always needs more chairs.
I am grateful.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Sum of One’s Parts
When Elmer Whit’s mother first discovered there was a baby
growing inside of her, she did what most fifteen years-olds would
do. She fell into a dark hole and stopped breathing. While turning blue in that hole, she remembered what started the whole
thing—a trashy man-boy named Carl who said her panties were
pretty. She waited underground until she could no longer hold
her breath, and when she finally emerged after three long days
she decided she would tell no one, not even Carl.
In other words, Elmer was a zero.
Her soft stomach grew firmer each month, swelling imperceptibly as though God attached an air nozzle to an underinflated tire at the Exxon station. She wore her clothes loose at
school and when she could no longer fasten her jeans, she took
rubber bands and looped them around the metal button and
through the slot on the other side. In the month of October, the
weather changed just in time for Talia’s coats and sweatshirts to
camouflage her truth. No one asked why she ate more and cried
more—don’t most teenage girls do both when they’re depressed?
—and when her mother noticed her daughter’s widening hips,
she chalked it up to the family’s hefty DNA and the arrival of
womanhood.
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In the eighth month, Talia felt the child begging for air himself, moving around so violently inside of her that she wondered
if he would kick his way out. She spent her days hiding her belly
under the school desks and her nights rolled on her side on top
of her twin bed, dreaming about the day she would give birth to
Carl’s son. He would be pink and round and perfect and twice
the man his father was. She would surprise the world by dressing
him in a cream-colored, rich-boy romper and presenting him in
front of the student body during an assembly where she would
announce how he would be the next Nobel Peace Prize winner.
Then everyone would chuck their fingers under his chin and
wiggle his toes and tell Talia how lucky she was to have given
birth to such a fine son.
When the time came sooner than it should, that teenage
mother felt her body crack open like a hen’s egg. She crawled
down to the basement when no one was home and laid beside
the telephone, spreading out beach towels side by side. The boy
slid out while Talia screamed. He was slippery and chalky white,
and the side of his face was splattered with purple paint in the
shape of a continent. She looked at the tiny boy-on-a-leash and
called the emergency operator who told her to “stay right there,”
an instruction that seemed rather unnecessary.
Her mother arrived at the same time as the paramedics.
Elmer’s new grandmother flung herself on the sofa and wailed
louder than her daughter had. The EMT snipped the leash and
brushed off the blood, but the purple shape on the baby’s face
did not go away. Talia cried and said that her baby boy was supposed to be perfect. It’s just a birthmark, said the man with rubber gloves. He is beautiful anyway.
It was the second time that a man had lied to her in just eight
months.
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––––––––––––
Elmer Whit entered the world curled in the shape of a zero.
Like his mother, he lived underground in a hole where it was
dark and moist with very little beauty in it. Elm had the terrible
misfortune of being born into a labyrinth of tunnels, a place of
horrible darkness.
When Elmer was three, his biological mother and father
decided to join forces yet again, this time in unholy matrimony.
They had everything in common, like brown hair, a fondness for mac-and-cheese, and two bastard sons between them.
Apparently, teenage girls were Carl’s specialty. Five-year-old Ed
was Carl’s first son, but Talia was so desperate to play house that
she took them both. They pretended to be parents for six months
before the lack of sunlight wilted their hopes. Daddy Carl eventually split for higher ground, and the two boys stumbled along
in their underground life, two little nothings.
Elmer was no different from other boys except for one small
item: a tiny little variation that showed up during the mysteries
of cell division in his mother’s womb. With God looking on,
and even with his approval, Elmer’s DNA experienced a tiny
blip. It was the reason that the peculiar birthmark on Elmer’s
lower jaw was the color of new bruises. It was the reason that
he loved repeating simple math problems but couldn’t read big
words. It was the reason that he was secretly brilliant and beautiful and so freaking nice. It was the reason that he was slow and
strange and wonderful. Even when the dark soil of his family
altered his brain chemistry even more, he was still a work of art.
True, Elmer’s DNA was different from most other kids’ but then
again, whose genes are perfectly aligned anyway?
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When Elmer started pre-school, he escaped the basement but
continued to stumble through the darkness. He later trudged
through middle school and finally staggered along with the
nameless, teenage mass moving every 55 minutes through the
hallways of Sun City High School. When he turned seventeen,
the hallways of Sun City High School still felt a lot like the tunnels of Elm’s life. Dark. Random. Dangerous. He moved from
7:30 to 3:00 like a worm in the soil, with the distinct feeling that
at any moment a classmate’s spade or a noisy lawn mower might
cut him in half. To be stalked or ridiculed is to be valued in a
way, but to be ignored is an even harder fate. Usually the teenage
mass ignored him. Like scientific organisms that follow natural
patterns, most of Elm’s peers shut their eyes to the brown-haired
boy with the backpack-on-wheels and eventually forgot about
him. By tenth grade, the laughter died down. Not many asked
questions about his face or his brain. Few bothered anymore.
He finally had a dream that one day he might push through
the clay and find the sun—a mythological orb that coaxed flowers to grow and handed out suntans to pale boys and assisted
vitamin D to do what it was made to do. In other words, Elmer
knew that his time was coming.
In high school, Elmer learned to navigate his struggles with
a certain measure of finesse. He picked a random happy song
every morning and sent it rattling around in his head. He packed
his own lunch—even if that lunch was day-old bread, cucumber
slices and a slap of cheap, bright-yellow margarine. All the while,
he ignored the eternal droning of his mother’s grief. He was born
with a fierce optimism, not to be subdued by bullies and con artists or the occasional jackass, thanks be to God.
Oh, and maybe thanks be to Gloria Christenson.
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Miss Chris, as everyone called her, was a teacher made of
uncommon goodness. She was neither attractive nor homely—
just a moderate shade of pleasant, the perfect neutral against
which to frame her vibrant inner character. No one knew how
old she was: was that a streak of silver in her hair—or just an illusion of precious metal? Were those wrinkles, or merely the places
where her smile embraced her cheeks? She could be thirty; she
could be fifty. Her chronological age was so entirely irrelevant
that no one ever asked about it or even speculated. Few women
can ever simply be. And Miss Chris simply was.
She had been born to a Scandinavian family long ago whose
parents’ strong backs and hardy resolve had rowed a boat across
the sea to find a new life for themselves. With five brothers, she
had learned that boys need to fight epic battles and women need
to leave them alone while they do it. Her mother had taught her
about compassion and her father about justice, a combination
that can change the world.
No one knew why she never married. No one asked. Perhaps
they knew what the answer would be, that Miss Chris might not
be a real person at all but simply one who had been cast out of
heaven, not as a punishment for pride or self-glorification like
Lucifer’s fate, but because God needed someone who could help
him scoop up the dirt, shake it through his fingers, and unearth
the creatures living there.
To do such a preposterous thing, every morning between
6:45 and 7:30, Miss Chris followed a very strict routine:
6:45 – Take her keys off the hook by the back door (a
lucky horseshoe nail forged into a J)
6:46 – Start the car and drive to school
6:55 – Arrive at the door of Room J-7
13

THE MULTIPLICATION OF ELMER WHIT

6:56 – Place her purse in the cabinet, her grade book on
the podium, and her lessons on the whiteboard
7:00 – Pray for miracles
7:20 – Spray for germs
7:25 – Awkwardly fist-bump all the humans as they
walked through her door
And it just so happened that Miss Chris and Elmer were destined to collide.
––––––––––––
Elmer woke each school day with the single-minded focus
of an athlete. He wasn’t fussed over like other kids whose moms
hid sweet notes in backpacks. Instead, he had learned to live
in a rather solitary world. He had conversations with himself—
sometimes monologues, too—and he didn’t mind the company.
When he walked outside in the morning, the air felt better than
his suffocating bedroom.
His thoughts were usually packaged in straight lines like rows
of cookies. The breeze is good today. My hair is doing something
stupid. Don’t make noises when you eat lunch. Will I find a place to
eat? Why is the string on my sleeve a different color than my shirt? I
hope Charley is there. My left ear hurts.
On the first day of school in August, he unrolled the paper
scroll he had fashioned out of his school schedule to see where
he should go. He saw the name Christenson and her classroom
number: Seven.
When he finally walked into Room Seven at 7:42 am, he felt
the air change. Elm loved it, breathed it, drank it like water. Miss
14
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Chris had artfully posed a shrine of portraits from Einstein to
Curie, cell models, a standing rack of lab coats, a row of microscopes like a military line-up, mobiles swinging with cheap
Styrofoam planets, and glass cases holding secret experiments.
The entire place celebrated the patterns of God, the predictability of the world, and the anticipation that there was more to
learn. The smell in her classroom was not the deathly fog of
formaldehyde, but the quieter scent of life.
She also taught math, having not been able to decide which
of the glorious disciplines—math or science—she would rather
tinker with each day, so she was certified in both. Alongside the
gorgeous collection of science doodads were math posters of
various kinds. It was a classroom of impeccably straight lines
dancing with the curves of art. Her classroom was beautifully
appointed with the things she loved, and in this house of formulas and discovery was something even more astonishing: hope.
He slipped into his desk. It vibrated with good things, but he
didn’t know why. Miss Chris, of course, had spent her time hovering over it that morning with whispered prayers, electrifying it
with a divine voltage. He did not know this. He just knew that
during the first week, he walked from death to life as he crossed
the threshold of her door, feeling the sun on his face. Their first
conversation was a beautiful thing.
“And you are Elmer?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I can’t wait to hear more about that name. Can you stay a
moment after class?”
“You want me to stay?”
“If that’s okay with you.”
“I’ll stay.”
“Do you have your textbook yet?”
“Um…I don’t have my ID card. I don’t like pictures, really.”
15
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“Oh, I think you’d take a great picture, Elmer. In fact, let’s go
over there together at lunch, and I’ll show you where they take
ID photos.”
“Really? Do I really need one?”
“Yes. If you check out a book from me, you have to show
your ID.”
“All right.”
She and Elmer walked over to the library at lunch just as
she promised, and he smiled into a camera. The laminated card
popped out of the machine, and Miss Chris took one look and
said to Elm, “Why I think I might see you on my wall someday
as a famous mathematician.”
“Yes, I think you just might,” he said.
––––––––––––
Elmer never understood why high school was named such.
It certainly wasn’t the highest school you could attend;
there were plenty of others that ranked much higher, such as
Wonder Valley Community College or maybe a place named
Yale. It wasn’t really high in the narcotics sense either, since actually getting high inside the high school was really difficult to
pull off (unless you were Dylan Arbuckle who artfully wrote
“Get Wasted in Civics” in the Yearly Goal box of his free school
planner).
High school didn’t have high morals, it rarely demanded high
standards, no one ever used high diction, and the morale among
the teachers was painfully low. So after Elmer’s first three months
of ninth grade, he was sorely disappointed that a place such as
this had so woefully misrepresented itself. Yes, three months into
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high school and Elm had discovered that one can never assume
too much about a name.
Unless your name is Elmer, in which case everyone assumes
plenty. Fudd was the obvious weapon of choice, the blunt,
punishing association used by the least clever peers in school.
Fudd was easy. It was a given. It was the nickname that the simple-minded bullies used, a leftover relic of 1950s hand-drawn
animation when Porky Pig and Elmer Fudd roamed Saturday
mornings.1
On one fall day, all of Elmer’s irregularities were on full display. He was moving his rolling backpack along the corridor at
school, humming some song to himself. He felt the swish swish
of his shorts as he moved, keeping his eyes down and watching
the concrete change from gray to black to brown.
Wearing jeans shorts to campus (not the socially acceptable
ones, but the ones that grandmothers snip out of your used
denim) was the high school equivalent of a beef cow being tagged
for the slaughterhouse. Elm’s brain didn’t make the connection
between his clothes and his social punishment, but every time
he pulled those shorts over his thighs, he felt a vague uneasiness. His mother, believing somehow that she was redeeming
him from a cruel father who could not buy his son new clothes,
made it worse by hemming those unholy denim cut-offs with
sturdy white thread.
Matched with a T-shirt emblazoned with the fading words
Fashion Fiesta Mall Albuquerque, Elm’s clothing (“psychopath
couture” as one girl labeled it) invited all manner of oppression.

1. A long, long time ago, cartoons were vicious and disturbing portraits of
human nature made of anthropomorphic creatures who preyed on weaker victims. These cartoons were much closer to reality than the modern creations of
politically correct optimists.
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His mother didn’t realize it. His sympathetic aunts continued to
send odd little items, like parachute pants with zippered compartments, 1980’s faded striped shirts, and freebies like T-shirts
from the American Cancer Society. For adults, the purpose of
clothing was strictly utilitarian; for the rest of Sun City High
School, clothing was essential to one’s survival.
Elmer saw the crowd ahead of him. He was used to the nausea, used to moving in slow motion toward the nameless, faceless
oppressors who subtracted his value. Crowds of teenagers meant
diarrhea. Do they know that my brain is different? Do they even
know my name?
Suddenly a kid named Kelton, Sun City High School’s Chief
of Pricks, answered his question. “Hey! Hey, you there…Fudd!”
Elm knew better than to turn around.
“I said Fudd! Are you listenin’ to me, Fuddrucker?”
Elm said nothing. He kept humming to himself.
“Oh, geez, you’re making me look like an idiot now. Is this
how you treat all your friends?”
A small cluster of onlookers began to feel the buzz and crackle
of conflict. In a high school, it’s irresistible. So the people gathered, and the King Prick kept it up.
“We saved a seat for you at lunch, E-Dog. How come you
didn’t show up?” Kelton, annoyed by the slight and empowered
by the crowd, gathered momentum. There was no turning back
on this growing provocation. “You gotta be kidding me, fag-boy.
Are you deaf AND stupid?”
One girl’s voice from the middle of the crowd squeaked out a
weak little counter-weapon: “C’mon, Kelton, you’re being a jerk
now. Quit it.”
Elm had not turned around the entire time. He was floating above the action, as he had learned long ago. But this time
18
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the intensity and perseverance of his enemy just might pull him
down to sea level.
“That’s right, slow down and listen to your buddy. Are you
gonna turn around and talk to me or what?”
Boys like Kelton aren’t powerful; they simply terrorize small
habitats like tiny, ugly reptiles in the desert who feed on rubbish dumps or scrawny rodents. A perverse idea slithered into
Kelton’s head and worked its way to his hand. He drew a pencil
out of his backpack, not unlike a video game avatar drawing a
sword. He swept into position behind Elm and grunted against
him with the point of the pencil pressing into the back of his
jeans. “I’ll bet you like that, Fuddrucker. Now I gave you something to dream about tonight.”
The crowd squirmed. The air was thick with brutality.
Inhale exhale inhale exhale. I am zero, he thought. I must keep
walking I must not look I must keep my face to the sun. His stomach
leaped up to strangle his throat, and Elmer struggled to breathe.
Get to the corner get to the door get to the exit get to the fresh air.
Kelton and all the reptiles watched as Elmer, back straight
and face set to the sun, left the building.
––––––––––––
In the quiet safety of Miss Chris’s room, his mind fiddled
with a Rubik’s cube made of only three colors: Kelton-the-prick,
his warped mother, and a man whose sperm was his only qualification for fatherhood. He could not think of Study Skills or
World History. Only these three.
Elmer dreamed every day of his new name, the name that
God would someday give him in heaven. The scene would look
something like this:
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God: How are you, Elmer? You’re looking rather dead today.
How about a resurrection?
Elmer: Boy, that’d be cool.
God: As a bonus, I’ll give you a new name. Would you like
that, too?
Elmer: I’ll say.
God: All right, Andrew Weldon Carmichael. C’mon inside
and join the party.
As for Elmer’s mother, she had snapped long ago. More than
a few men had dumped their own shovels of black dirt over her
air supply as well. With two sons and an addiction to her own
unhappiness, she knew nothing except for hollering and sleeping. When she was asleep, she was no mother at all, and when
she was awake she was a persistent nag.
Elm, get yourself out of bed, child.
(silence)
Elm, get yourself going—it’s time for school.
All right.
You got those clothes I washed for you? The jeans shorts?
Yes, mother.
You’d better thank Aunt Kitty for those the next time you see her.
She bailed us out with those clothes since your father left us with
nothin’. ELM! GET OUT OF THAT BED! That dumbshit don’t
know if he’s asleep or awake.
While sitting in Miss Chris’s classroom, he added to his
thoughts the arrival of his father two weeks ago, an unexpected
visit that further smothered him.
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Geez, E, can you put away your crap here? It’s all over the living
room.
It’s not mine—it’s Ed’s.
Tell Ed that the two of you pigs aren’t welcome in this house.
I’ll tell him.
You steal my Crown Royal? That stuff ain’t cheap, y’know.
No, Dad, I don’t drink.
That’s what they all say. Hey, E?
What.
You’re a good son, you know that?
Sure.
When you’re not screwing things up, you’re not too bad. You
might be messed up in the head, but I say he’s a good tax credit, that
Elmer.
Silence.
I said you were a good son. You hear me?
Yeah.
We should do something sometime. Go somewhere when your
mom doesn’t know.
Silence. Are you going to live here now?
Are you crazy, boy?
I was just wondering.
With his dad coming in and out like the tide, Elmer’s life
was unpredictable and often disrupted. He had never known
the steady life, never known the certainty of a daily sunrise. His
father was as damaged a man as you will find, with his grandfather equally broken. In this way, Elmer would have to be rescued
from the long ancestral record of self-loathing.
Carl Whit was a builder. Not the kind with craftsmanship in
his blood, or engineering in his head, or a natural love of cross
beams and mahogany, but the kind of oxymoronic builder who
21
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lives to tear stuff down. His rage and disappointment with life
were relieved, in part, by the daily hammer blows he laid down.
He worked to be paid, and with that payment he consumed his
whiskey and porn, pissing away any respect that comes from
merely being someone’s daddy.
Carl was a dirty man. First, he was dirty in the physical sense
with grime buried in the half-moons of his fingernails and ball
caps etched with the salt of forehead sweat. Showers rarely helped.
His jeans—some six or seven pair of Levis with indistinguishable
markings—were stiff and polluted, and on the floorboard of his
1992 pick-up truck were scattered months of neglect. Unlike the
men who find art and dignity in their physical labor, Mr. Whit
found nothing but contempt for himself. His own father was
dirty, too, the master having taught a young apprentice.
But such dirt was not merely streaks on the skin and clothing. It had seeped into his heart and changed its color to ash. He
had never allowed love to scrub his heart clean, so Elmer’s father
carried around a dark soul wherever he went. It had stained his
wife, ruined his friends, and soiled his sons. They all lived underground in a big pile of dirt with the address 4863 S. Bedford
Road.
As a testimony to Elm’s deeply tragic beginnings, that little
boy had buried in his psyche that afternoon at the age of five
when his father took him to buy a milkshake. On the day before
kindergarten started, Elm was excited, having remembered few
outings that promised a reward. He ordered strawberry—it was
just a cup of too-pink frozen chemicals purchased at the cheapest neighborhood joint. But for Elm, it was heaven. His father
never bought him anything.
On the way home, the truck hit a speed bump and Elm’s
dreams fell to the passenger floorboard in a sticky puddle, mixed
with the detritus of his father’s miserable life. His father said
22
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nothing, simply pulling over to the side of the road. His anger
was spilling over in strange and silent form. He opened his car
door and moved to the passenger door where he instructed his
son to step out of the truck.
“Get out,” he shouted.
Elmer slid down from the cab, barely tall enough to land
without hopping.
“I said drink it,” he repeated. “You spilled it, you idiot. Now
you get to have your milkshake.”
The boy, bewildered by his father’s command, looked up at
his dad.
“Drink it,” he demanded.
The minutes that followed—the vile, outrageous minutes
that shrink a boy into a worm, the minutes that make some men
into beasts, the minutes that teach a child’s spirit how to die—
defined Elm’s childhood forever. That young boy bent his head
into the grainy pink puddle and lapped and lapped and lapped
until his father finally let him free.
On the way home, some said they saw a little boy leaning his
head out of the passenger window, vomiting up the day’s reward
in a long pink stream.
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CHAPTER TWO

Addition

It wasn’t long before Miss Christensen decided that Elmer
needed more than a paid professional to love him. He needed a
real friend. She was determined to find him one. This was a mission requiring some creativity—and maybe a flat-out miracle.
Miracles were rare in high school. She had learned that adolescence is about fear and hopelessness and exaggeration. It is
childhood purity melting into puddles of wax, set on fire by
internet flames and the proximity of so many firm bodies. She
discovered that high school is fourteen-year-old girls vomiting
up their beauty into secret toilets. It is man-boys like Keltonthe-Prick warping their consciences for the sake of position and
power. It is not merely pep rallies and preparation for college,
but a four-year experiment to test the limits of the world and
find out where they might end. Miss Chris had come to learn
all of this about high school, and it reinforced her belief that
desperate men need a good God.
Elmer lived and breathed in a different social stratum, one
whose selection of friends was limited at best. The geo-dome
called Special Education was biologically irregular. He had seen
enough people curve their two fingers on each hand when
they said the word “special” to know that it was hardly so. The
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breadth of students who warranted special education was vast.
They ranged from Elm with his marginally scrambled brain
chemistry, to Belinda, a wheelchair-riding, twisted, frail little
thing with the mind of a two-year-old who was escorted every
day from a technologically tricked-out van over to her day class
in the B building.
The two teachers who were in charge of Elm during his “special hour” were reasonably pleasant, although at times it seemed
their specialized training was simply bureaucratic. If these two
women were ever caught in an Olympic competition involving
the educational legal code, they would certainly bring home the
gold. But when it came to the kind of love that could change
someone’s life, well, Mrs. Trotter and Mrs. Alvarez couldn’t compete for squat. They shuttled him politely from room to room,
enforcing extended test time like the Special Needs Gestapo, and
keeping track of folders in mysterious colors.
Belinda and the other eight severely disabled students looked
like they could be nineteen or twenty. Two of the young men
had visible beards, and the group of them formed a beautiful
community of human anomalies. Some hunched over, others vacant-eyed, a few in wheelchairs—they were the fringe of
humanity, completely isolated from the rest of the campus.
The Normies (as his brother Ed used to call non-special-ed
students) would offer a disturbing inventory of comments as
they walked past the wing, often peering into their classroom.
“Aw, crap…they’ve got a fridge in there? And a sofa? I should
fake some psychopathic shit just to get admitted.”
“Look at that one! He’s got freaking sideburns from the
1970’s. Dude, I’m gonna wear that at prom this year.”
“That’s crazy, man. I’d hurt myself if I wound up in a class
like that. Just go ahead a shoot me, bro, if I ever start drooling
like that.”
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The insanity that spilled from the lips of the so-called Normies
walking past the special education wing was a monstrous study
in irony, but few would ever notice. When Elmer had observed
the special day class last year as a freshman, he was at first overcome with compassion and sadness for the residents who spend
their time there. But now he was almost jealous of their beautiful
isolation and the care given them by the faculty. As one of the
recipients of the state’s special education money, Elmer felt at
times even more freakish than Wheelchair Belinda. He had one
foot in the mainstream and one foot in the loony bin. Neither
group considered him one of its own.
Since Miss Chris was on a mission to find Elmer an authentic
friend, she first considered two locations: his physical education
class and the cafeteria. She wasn’t particularly hopeful. These are
the black holes of public education where anything less than
normal gets sucked into its frightening anti-matter.
Physical education class was rough. Despite the fact that
every student wore the same uniform—a gray shirt with the five
pillars of good character on the front, matched with shiny burgundy drawstring shorts—Elm looked different in his. It swallowed him up. He walked differently than the others, adopting
no arrogant strides or particularly masculine poses. He slipped
into the locker room every day alone, looked down at his skin
which was the color and texture of beige socks, and changed his
clothes just in time for the others to arrive. There were no clichéd gym teachers with thick socks and whistles who shouted at
him to run faster. No teams that picked him dead last or big kids
who put his head in the locker room toilet. That’s just 80s movie
mythology. Instead, it was the small, relentless erosion of Elm’s
value as a human being that subtracted his value.
As for the cafeteria, there were some opportunities to make
alliances, but these weren’t typical. On the days when Miss Chris
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was not in her classroom, Elm would take his place in the cafeteria line for lunch. Evangelina, a cafeteria lady (who believed in a
divine calling which happened to be named Food Service) loved
seeing Elm in line. She was one of the few people who talked
freely with him.
“Hey, Elmer,” she would say. “So you didn’t bring a lunch
today, eh?”
“No, ma’am,” he said.
“Would you like a little extra cake?” she whispered.
“Sure.”
And Evangelina would cut a special slice off the giant sheet
cake for him. Hey, that’s not fair! another kid would say, but
Evangelina would have none of it.
“When you start being as nice as Elm, I’ll give you a bigger
piece, too,” she joked.
The cafeteria lady came to learn that Elm’s birthday was on the
twelfth of November, that he got an 72% on his recent grammar
test, and that he liked to look at the pictures in Japanese graphic
novels. She noticed when his hair was different and asked how
tall he was compared to last year. If he was absent for too long,
or brought his lunch five days in a row, she would look for him
in the morning among the breakfast crowd.
“Hey, Elmer! Where’ve you been, my friend?” she would ask
when he finally showed up. “I’ve missed you!”
One time, another cafeteria worker asked Evangelina why she
paid so much attention to “that one kid” when there were 2000
kids at the school.
Evangelina simply replied, “because I can’t possibly know all
the other 1,999.”
As the weeks went by, it seemed that Elmer’s best chance for
finding a real friend lay in the compassion and maturity of old
people. But Miss Christensen knew that this was less than ideal.
28

KARSEN KIPP

What 17-year-old can survive without belonging to his own
species?
––––––––––––
Elmer continued his survival techniques. Living about seven
blocks from the Sun City campus, he would roll his backpack
over the broken places in the sidewalk, avoiding the insects as he
went. This kind of precision required great concentration, head
down, eyes focused on the world below.
During the two-mile walk home each day, he was in charge.
He was bigger than the insects, able to save or crush them at will.
Passing through the microcosm of high school was no different
from living in the real world where the hierarchies are almost scientifically fixed. Didn’t he read this in his science book? Human
matter starts complex, filled with potential, and then it breaks down
systematically into simpler forms when confronted by pressure.
And every day while Elmer walked home, Miss Christensen
was shutting down her classroom for the evening. With the
same precision as Elm’s, she planned the next day’s lesson, rearranged the chairs sent askew by the final bell, and gathered her
belongings. If the morning was for prayer, the late afternoon was
reserved for gratitude.
Some had called Miss Chris’s mission hopelessly naïve.
This quixotic1 temperament had been one of the reasons she
had stayed single for so long. One young man long ago had

1. Don Quixote (pronounced key-HOE-tay) was a swashbuckling character in
the 16th century created by Spanish writer Cervantes. His name, transformed
into the adjective quixotic, is synonymous with romantic idealism and ridiculous optimism in the face of grim reality. In other words, every public school
teacher in America is either quixotic—or close to retirement.
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wondered if he should make Miss Chris—or Gloria, as she was
known to suitors—his bride. But they had differed on important
matters, such as what color one should paint a kitchen, and oh
yes, the source of hope in the world. He believed in the total
goodness of man and she believed in the total goodness of God.
Some said that they could both be right, but in the end, these
were irreconcilable differences.
Alone and powerful, Miss Chris was now allowed to pursue
a singular vision, which is why some people should never marry
at all. It allowed her to do more for a boy like Elm than others
might; her solitary life allowed her to scan the horizon for misfits
and rescue them at just the right time. But before God can give
you a brilliant idea, sometimes you just have to try conventional
wisdom. So rather than asking God for help, Miss Chris first
worked very hard to find a friend for Elmer the old-fashioned
way.
Bribery.
Her first attempt required the assistance of Sophia and Tessa.
They were some of Sun City’s finest examples of Whisper-Girls—
girls who never spoke out of turn, loved to impress the teacher,
and went home every night to update their college resume.2 She
arranged her seating chart so that Elmer was flanked on both
sides.
Miss Chris was certain that Sophia and Tessa would show
kindness to Elmer, no matter what. They had a long reputation
for doing the teacher’s undercover psychological work all through
elementary school: sitting with the new kid during lunch, bringing the sick kid to the nurse at recess, or standing next to the

2. They are also the ticking time bombs just waiting to explode at their first
sorority party, but that’s another theory entirely.
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smartass during choir performance to subdue the beast. Miss
Chris falsely reasoned that if she asked them to be kind to Elmer,
he would feel loved and valued. It was a rookie mistake.
“Tessa?” Miss Chris called out softly from her desk during
seatwork time. “Can you come here for a moment?”
Tessa slid out of her chair and came to stand in front of the
teacher’s desk. “What is it, Miss Chris?”
“Can you come in the hall with me for a moment?”
The two of them scooted out into the hallway where Miss
Chris presented her audacious request. “You might have noticed
that Elmer has a little trouble making friends.”
Tessa nodded, looking a bit frightened. This might be beyond
her entry-level pay grade.
“I was hoping that you and Sophia could go out of your way
a little to, you know, show some extra kindness to him. He isn’t
always treated well at school.”
“Umm, okay.” She waited, her mind so accustomed to following directions that it struggled to sort this one out on its
own.
“I’ll mention it to Sophia, too.” Miss Chris smiled, but she
was already sensing her misstep.
“What exactly do you want me to do again?” Tessa asked.
“Well, nothing specific, really. Just be his friend. Ask him
some questions. Help him out if he needs something.”
“All right. I can do that.”
“Why don’t you tell Sophia to come out in the hall also. I’ll
speak to her about it.”
Tessa walked back into the room saddled with another task.
Would she get extra credit? She whispered to Sophia, who turned
and looked back toward the door. Miss Chris gestured for her
to come into the hallway where she repeated her admirable but
utterly misguided plan.
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Sure enough, the Whisper Girls made good on their promise.
For two weeks Elm was suspiciously popular as he sat between
them. He was offered extra pencils, helpful answers, and free
mannequin smiles, but nothing flowered for real. Miss Chris
was grateful for their mechanical acts of kindness, but obedience does not fertilize friendship. You can’t fault Miss Chris’s
sincerity, but in the end, while she had hoped to give birth to
a meaningful friendship, the artificial insemination had failed
miserably.
This friendship mission would have to work another way.
“And so, do you miss your brother, Elmer?” Miss Chris was
writing on the whiteboard while she asked.
“Oh yeah. It feels weird without him.”
“What does your mom think about him leaving?”
“My mom? My mom cries a lot, but I think it’s because of me
and not because of my brother.”
“How do you know that?” Miss Chris had a way of asking
questions without ever sounding accusatory.
“I just know. I’ve always made her sad.” He got up and poked
around her bookcase.
“Tell me a little more about your mom. You said your dad
isn’t home very much. Do you think she’s sad about that?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” He waited a very long time to speak
again. “My dad isn’t a good person.” It was such a simple admission. It was one of the great tragic truths of Elm’s entire life, of
any boy’s life. He repeated it. “My dad isn’t a good person.”
“I’m sorry, Elm. I believe you when you say that,” Miss Chris
replied.
“But I still think my mom cries because of me. My mom and
I—we don’t talk much.”
Miss Chris stopped writing on the board and went over to the
bookcase to where Elm was standing. Her older eyes stared right
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into his. “You know what? I’ve been teaching for a long time,
and I don’t know too many boys your age who talk a lot to their
moms. I think you’re completely normal, if you ask me. And as
for your mom crying, I can guarantee that she’s crying like crazy
over missing your brother. It’s not you, Elm. Believe me, it’s not
you.” She stared right into his eyes, never once diverting her gaze
to his distracting birthmark.
It’s not you. It was such a beautiful phrase.
Elm ate his sandwich quietly for a few minutes while Miss
Chris fussed and puttered around her desk. It was often like this
during lunchtime. A little bit of talking. Some questions perhaps. Elm never worried about being quiet and neither did Miss
Chris. At the end of lunch she would often open the bottom
drawer of her file cabinet and pull out a silver box. They knew
the routine. “Would you like a piece of candy before you go?”
she would ask.
“All right. Thank you. Thank you.”
In truth, Miss Chris did not know the complexity of Elmer’s
brother Edward Whit. It might be said that Ed had even less of a
chance to survive above ground than his younger sibling. Ed was
brighter, more attractive, and a great deal more stubborn than
Elm, so this might surprise you. However, the more a young
man knows, the more he suffers, and Ed’s brain was unfortunately in tip-top shape.
Ed had graduated last year from Sun City. As a child, he
had endured some of the same abuse as had his brother, but as
the oldest son, he had escaped some of the selfish indifference
his father developed toward the second child. Even so, he had
also known the front lines of combat. Lost and angry, he had
spent two years as most troubled boys do, sneaking out to empty
spaces late at night to drink cheap beer and talk a big game.
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In a fairytale, one might expect the two brothers to share a
bond together, an abiding contract that says I got your back, but
it never quite worked that way. Ed did from time to time run
interference for his little brother by deflecting attention away
from Elmer’s intellectual shortcomings. Once when Ed was in
the sixth grade, he discovered that Elm’s fourth grade classmates
were plotting a kid-sized conspiracy against the stupid kid. Their
half-witted plot, inspired by the highbrow literature of Captain
Underpants3, involved some underwear and magic store doodoo made of plastic. When Ed figured out they were going to
humiliate his brother by luring him into the boy’s restroom to
make an ABSOLUTELY HILARIOUS discovery, he foiled the
scheme through some clever deception of his own.
But elementary pranks are only the easy stuff, as he soon
discovered. In junior high school, when the entire world passes
through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, Elm’s status dropped
into the adolescent chasm. Not even Ed could reach down and
pull him out. His teachers were sincere, and the other middle
school screwballs threw down a couple of rope ladders for him,
but he would not climb out of there. His rolling backpack and
fashion choices alone would have disqualified him for full rescue.
Out of his own survival instinct, big brother Edward had
determined long ago that a strange brother, a wacko mother,
and a counterfeit father weren’t enough to glue him to the city
of his birth. The day after graduation, he put all his things in

3. The Captain Underpants series was listed as the 6th most frequently challenged books when it was published. Apparently, its hardcore insensitivity to
inferior groups and its tendency to incite rebellion in young readers concerned
many parent groups. This wasn’t the only big news that year; 2002 also brought
Iraqi violence, corporate corruption, bombs, global drought, and the increasing AIDS crisis. Thank God we cleaned up Captain Underpants.
34

KARSEN KIPP

four paper grocery sacks and placed them in the trunk of his
1989 Chrysler Lebaron. On the seat was a map of the United
States with a snaking red line written in red magic marker running smack through the middle of it. His first stop: the forgotten
town of Handley, where a friend he once knew in eighth grade
had escaped with his mother to start a new life.
The night before, he had brought his graduation cap into
Elm’s room and propped it on one of the knobs on his headboard.
“Brother, I’m leaving. Your time is coming,” he said. He was
stuffing one last memento into his satchel.
Elmer, strangely proud of his brother’s middle-finger-salute
to their home city, nodded politely. “When will you come home
again?”
“I don’t know. I just know that it won’t be soon.”
“Are you going to find a girlfriend?” Elm asked innocently.
“Aw, shoot. I got no idea. But now I’ll have a chance. That’s
all I can ask for.”
Ed sat next to his brother on the twin bed and gave the graduation cap a twirl. It spun for several seconds without stopping.
“You know what, E?”
Elmer looked at him as though he had some wisdom.
“Give it two years. Two more years is all you’ve got to take.
Something good is coming for you.” Ed, who never touched his
brother except maybe to harass and posture, took the burgundy
graduation cap and rested it on his brother’s head before putting
out his hand in an awkward gesture of gentlemanly farewell. The
younger boy reached out his hand and clasped his brother’s.
As if aware of feeling like a sentimental movie scene, Ed
retracted quickly and turned for the door. “Holy crap, Elm. I’m
outta here,” he said as he left.
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The men in a family leave a legacy for the younger ones. Two
Whit men had fled; the third was merely waiting for the right
time.
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CHAPTER THREE

Quadratic Equation
Halfway through Elm’s tenth grade year, Miss Chris stepped up
her mission impossible. The passive kindness of one middleaged teacher would not be enough to find a legitimate friend for
Elmer Whit. It would require an army.
The result?
Team Elm.
She assembled a cracker jack team of experienced misfits who
had been there, done that when it came to high school rejection.
They were all old and experienced, the OG’s1 who had survived
high school and lived to tell about it.
Her first choice was the lead custodian, the only guy who
knew the entire school better than anyone else. Angelo held all
the keys. His skills and ambition almost drove him out some
years ago until he figured that janitors often did more for kids
than district superintendents. So he stayed put. Angelo was a
small man with a bit of mischief in his eyes. His love for the
underdog had driven him to secret but extraordinary acts of

1. White suburban students are particularly fascinated by the idioms of hiphop. When a Caucasian male who lives in a cul-de-sac says “That motha’s an
OG,” it sounds like when a California tourist visits Tijuana, sees a cactus, and
says Ser un cardo.
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kindness. This year alone he had scrubbed half-a-dozen hate
messages on lockers shortly before they broke someone’s heart.
He and his magic sawdust saved the reputations of at least four
kids afflicted with vomiting. Only Angelo could be so shrewd as
to throw the wet towels into the industrial clothes dryers during
PE, thus destroying the plans of bullying towel-snappers everywhere. When Miss Chris, who knew all things related to love,
decided to assemble a team of Elm supporters, Angelo was the
best man to for the job.
Miss Chris summoned Angelo to her classroom during her
prep period, and she shut the door like a secret agent thwarting
spies before pulling up two chairs to face each other. “We’ve got
to do something extraordinary to find a real friend for Elm.”
“I’m in.”
“You might think I’m crazy,” she answered.
“Too late.”
“You’ve met Elmer, right? Do you know who I’m talking
about?” She was testing him, making sure he understood the
high stakes.
“Sure. The kid with the purple birthmark on his face. He’s
a prince. You gotta love that kid.” Angelo, with all his 48 years,
was getting excited.
“That’s Elm. The kids don’t know him at all. They just see
what’s different about him; they don’t really see him. I want to
change all that.”
“All right. I like what I’m hearing. How you gonna change
anything?”
“This is big, Angelo. Are you ready to hear my plan?”
“C’mon, now, baby. Give it to me straight.” Angelo grabbed
the back of a chair and spun it around like a dancer. He straddled it and listened.
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“You ready?” she asked. “SUN CITY MATCHMAKER!”
Miss Chris waited for the reaction.
He squinted his eyes at her. “What the hell is that?”
“Sun City Matchmaker! It’s brilliant. It works like this. See,
I’m gonna interview a bunch of kids to be Elmer’s friend. We
will pick the sincere ones and then arrange for them to meet. We
will have a committee to choose the best one.” Her conviction
was palpable.
Angelo stared at her for ten seconds. Then he stood up,
walked around the chair, and sat down again. “Miss Christensen,
you are the damn craziest woman I’ve ever met, you know that?”
“Uh huh.”
Angelo looped his fingers through the enormous key ring on
his belt, jangling the metal while he spoke. “Friendship doesn’t
work like this.” He shook his head. “You can’t force friends, you
know. Elmer will know we’re bribing kids to be nice to him. Kids
are like chemistry, right? They only bond when it’s natural. It’s
weird when adults get involved.”
“Well, when you put it that way, you make it sound like a
flop already. But you’ve got it wrong. I’m saying that kids don’t
know what’s good for them until you show it to them. You gotta
trick ‘em a little, get them to see the beauty of things by accident.
I just know that if the kids really knew who Elmer was, they
would love him.”
Angelo looked at her. “I’m not buying it. Let’s just say that we
somehow get enough kids to consider signing up for this little
matchmaker scheme. It doesn’t even make sense. How do you
even advertise something like this?”
Miss Chris got up from her seat and wandered over to the
fourth desk from the back on the left side of the room. She said
nothing but sat down in that desk and stared straight ahead for
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at least a minute. A dream-like haze swirled around her head as
she began to speak.
“I always wanted to be a research scientist. Did you know
that?”
Angelo said nothing.
“I wanted to discover the cure for something big when I was a
kid. I thought that I could experiment and find out what caused
big, ugly things like cancer or leprosy or malaria. That was my
dream.” She turned to look at Angelo. “Do you understand me?”
He nodded faithfully but said not a word.
“And so I went to school and figured I would learn all about
cell division and mutations and disease. I was going to cure
something, let me tell you. It was all I thought of. I was sure that
God had called me to rid the world of something ugly, some
cancerous, wicked mutation that stole the life out of people.”
She gazed through the empty air and back into the past. “Are
you still listening?”
Angelo could not speak, but he raised his thumb to the ceiling slowly. At that moment, the air compressor in the building
whirred and hummed to life, and the mobile of planets flickered in the gentle current of air. Nothing else moved, not even
Angelo.
“But you know what, Angelo? I had it right all along. I don’t
work in a lab. I didn’t get hired by a research hospital, but I’m
trying to cure something ugly every day, my friend.”
Angelo looked up at Miss Chris and tilted his head slightly as
if to ask What? What is it?
“You don’t know?” She looked at him with surprise. “When
you’ve had time to think about it, you can tell me.”
––––––––––––
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“How will we decide potential matches?”
It was a good question. When Miss Chris had asked
Evangelina from the Food Services Department to join their
mission, she had a suspicion that her planning instinct would
serve the group well. Now she was part of Team Elm. Evangelina
was already a grandmother at age 40, and she had a maternal
instinct that matched her sweetie-pie accent and her matriarchal
bosom.
“We haven’t figured that out yet.”
Evangelina was confused. “You gotta give them some incentive. I’m still not sure that being Elmer’s friend is all that exciting. Don’t get me wrong—I’m not trying to be mean here—but
we love Elm because, well, we love kids. All of them. But most
kids think Elm is kinda creepy. We’re taking a big gamble.”
Evangelina did have a point. The idea that human beings are
scientific preservationists, that they create alliances with other
human beings because they need to survive and because they
need to enhance their position in the universe, didn’t allow for
the spiritual mysteries of love. Yet it was this very mystery that
Miss Chris believed in. She would not budge.
The three of them sat awkwardly in the desks designed for
smaller people. Evangelina’s belly pressed against her chair-desk
combo while Angelo’s man-legs sprawled out from under his.
They readjusted.
“I know what you mean, sister. But let’s give it a shot. Stay
with me. It just might work. Elm is worth it,” Miss Chris said.
“Elm is worth it, I tell you.”
He heard.
The trio looked up and saw Elmer himself standing in the
doorway of the classroom, his rolling backpack leaning against
his leg, sandwich bread poised for a bite. Elm is worth it. It
sounded so beautiful.
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The group looked at Elm and he looked at them.
“Hey,” he said. He stood awkwardly in the doorway.
“Hello, Elmer,” said Miss Chris, clearing her throat. “We
were just talking about an idea.” She got up and walked over
to him. “We want to teach Sun City High School what friendship is. Kind of like an experiment.” She glanced at Angelo and
Evangelina while poking Elm on the shoulder with an emphatic
index finger. “And this is the kid to do it.”
Elm looked at the trio, all misfits like him.
“Hey, Elm, come on over here and sit with us.” Evangelina
offered the desk beside her. “We thought it would be good to
find some kids who might want to hang out with you at lunch.
What would you want to know about a kid who’s trying to be
your friend?”
He walked to the fourth seat and lowered himself into it.
He rattled off a string of requirements as though he had been
rehearsing this list for a long time. “I think they need to write an
essay first. Then they need to have an interview. And finally, they
need to spend an afternoon with me.”
“My heavens, he’s a genius!” Miss Chris was delighted. “It’s
perfect. An essay, an interview, and an afternoon with Elm.”
“I think Elm’s exactly right. The essay will show some effort.
It’ll tell us if a kid is serious or just trying to be stupid,” Angelo
offered.
“And the interview…what do you think? Shouldn’t we conduct the interview—the three of us?”
“I want to be there,” Elmer announced. “I should be there.”
“And what kinds of things would you want to do—if you and
a friend hung out?” Evangelina asked. “What would you want
to do, Elm?”
“I’d want to see something new.”
“Something new?”
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“Yes. I want to see what other kids do.” It was painful to hear
this deep alienation from what was normal and ordinary.
“Yup. That’s just perfect,” answered Miss Chris.
As the four of them sat beneath the classroom poster bearing Einstein’s iconic mustache, it was quite possible that a new
theory was emerging. Not relativity or gravity, but the Quantum
Theory of Friendship in which the universe is made of a myriad
of tiny particles called human beings.
“All right, here’s another question,” added Angelo. “What
about the essay? Kids don’t usually like to write essays.”
“And that’s why we invented something called EXTRA
CREDIT.”
The classroom went quiet for a moment. Elmer finally spoke.
“I—I want to know if…” he started. “I want to know if the
person is good.”
Miss Chris looked at him, curiosity rising. “Good?”
“Yeah. I want to know if someone is good. You know what
I mean?”
“Do you mean good at being a friend, Elm?” Evangelina
asked.
“No, I mean just good. I want to know if their heart is good.
If they will be nice to me. Being a friend means they shouldn’t
hurt me. That’s what makes someone good.”
The four of them went silent, letting the word wash over
them. Good…good…good. It was so simple, really. Elm was right.
The winner needed to be good. He didn’t have to be attractive, or
brilliant, or popular. A friend of Elm would have an intact soul,
with an undamaged heart and virtue in his pocket. Goodness
was terribly simply, but awfully rare.
Miss Chris’s heart rose up within her. “I’ve got it. Elm is right.
We don’t need to know what their accomplishments are or even
their motives—”
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“They’ll just lie anyway,” Angelo whispered.
“—or their goals. Instead, we should tell them to write an
essay about the most important thing in the world,” she said.
“Surely this will tell us about their core, right? If you tell us the
most important thing in the world, then you’ve gotten to the
center of a person. Everything else won’t matter.”
The group seemed content with this requirement.
“All right, so we’re working out the essay details, and Elm
gave us his thoughts on spending the day with him. Now, what
about the interview?”
“We will have to come up with a list of questions for them.
Really good questions that will weed out someone who’s in it for
the wrong reasons.”
Miss Chris waited while they considered the idea. No one
was ready to offer a suggestion. Finally, she spoke. “How about
we go home and come back tomorrow, each of us with a list of
interview questions. How does that sound?”
Everyone agreed.
“You, too, Elmer?”
He nodded.
That night, when Elmer climbed under the sheets that had
been washed only twice that year, he thought about the friend on
the horizon. He twitched his foot under the covers and dreamed
about sitting comfortably beside someone at lunch, laughing
about nothing important, unscrewing the top of an Oreo and
handing it to someone else. This would be fantastic. This would
be normal. This would be something.
He pictured his friend from fifth grade, remembering the
underrated joy of walking to a familiar lunchtime spot only to
find that same guy waiting for you every day. He and Devin
sat together in peace under the oak tree at lunch for sixty-seven
consecutive days. They played thumb wars and threw crumpled
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leftover tin foil balls into the branches to see if they would stay
in the trees. They poked each other with sticks that became light
sabers and made up a new language using only animal names. It
was the best two months he had ever known.
That night, for the first time, his dreams were actually scattered with hope rather than nightmares.
––––––––––––
Team Elm reassembled the next afternoon, Evangelina had
brought cinnamon bread2 from the cafeteria and Angelo set out
a six-pack of Coke from the custodial office stash. Miss Chris
had written SUN CITY MATCHMAKER on the whiteboard.
“Okay, folks. How are we going to get a list of friend candidates for Elm without sounding desperate or weird?”
“You guys do these crazy conferences all the time,” said
Angelo. “You can use one of them as a front.”
“What do you mean?” asked Miss Chris.
“I mean you guys do these conferences where you use statistics and crap to get people to do what you really want. You know,
pretend it’s research.”
“We don’t need a conference. We just need teachers to submit
names of kids that we can interview.”
“Isn’t it better if the kids sign up on their own?” Evangelina
asked.
“Yeah, but what kid wants to be Elm’s friend? I mean, for
real.”

2. Huge flats of industrial cinnamon bread are the cost-effective catering
choice of public school gatherings from Alaska to Maine. In meetings where
the superintendent is present, the cinnamon is sometimes replaced with bright
orange cheese.
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They sat in silence and Angelo popped a Coke can.
Miss Chris started tapping the desk. “Maybe we can trick
them into thinking they might get some sort of reward.”
“Reward? What kind of prize do kids want these days?
Being Elmer’s friend won’t be a reward. They might think it’s a
punishment.”
“Wait a sec—” said Evangelina. “We’re overlooking our secret
weapon.” Her brain was fiddling with the answer. “What’s the
number one way that kids generate interest in something?”
“You mean…”
“Yeah, I mean the magic of the digital age, the electronic
highway, the promise of exposure and attention—”
“You mean social media?”
“Of course! You can’t just hang a sign any more and hope that
kids show up. This attention-seeking stuff’s like nicotine, heroin,
and cocaine all wrapped up in a hand-held device.”
“She’s got a point, Gloria,” admitted Angelo. “I think we
gotta leave the old-fashioned methods behind.”
By the time Team Elm had finished its planning session, they
had masterminded the entire scheme. Sun City Matchmaker
needed to be a thing. They would hire a consultant who knew all
the stealth techniques. If kids could be tricked into what to wear,
buy, and think, then it wouldn’t be long before being a Friend of
Elm would be Sun City’s biggest trophy.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Multiplicative Identity
Team Elm hoped that finding a social media consultant could
turn their awkward mission into an irresistible teen magnet.
They admitted their limitations and ironically found a company
named Torch Marketing Consultants in the Yellow Pages. Their
owner Bryson “The Spark” Copeland showed up to the high
school on a Thursday afternoon, bringing his millennial magic
with him.
Bryson’s tattoos entered the room 1.2 seconds before he did.
He wore his skinny jeans with confidence, and his earlobes were
set at a modest 16-gauge. Mrs. Madeline in the front office was
reluctant to give him a visitor’s badge at first, but Miss Chris
assured her on the classroom telephone that he was part of her
curriculum-building team.
Hopped up on cold brew, Bryson walked through the door.
He grinned behind his carefully groomed beard. “Are you the
creative force behind Sun City Matchmaker?”
“That would be us,” Miss Chris said, extending her hand.
“This is Evangelina, our head of food services here at Sun
City—” Evangelina acknowledged the introduction “—and this
is Angelo, our lead custodian.” Both men shook hands.
“And you are Gloria Christensen?”
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“Yes, Sir.”
They all walked to the circle of chairs and Bryson laid out
his pitch. “Well, let’s get right to the point, shall we? I’ve read
your proposal, and even though it was—” He paused to glance
around the room. “—oddly written, you presented an idea that
I can turn into gold.” He watched for their reactions. “We consultants at Torch can spread even an old-fashioned idea into a
wildfire.”
“Well, that’s wonderful, Mr. Copeland,” said Miss Chris.
“We think that Elmer is fantastic. We think this also might be a
terrific way to educate kids about friendship.”
“Educate kids?”
“Well, you know. It could bring up some excellent discussions about mature relationships.”
“’Ummm, you said maturity?”
Miss Chris produced her semi-rehearsed thesis. “We’re trying
to get kids to sacrifice something for others. We love kids around
here and we’re hoping this little relationship experiment helps
both Elmer and the students at Sun City learn how to treat others with love and respect.”
Bryson looked confused. The collision of stealth marketing
and pure ideals frightened him. “Ooookay…that sounds a little nutty but hear me out first.” He opened a leather case and
pulled out his gorgeous titanium-framed screen with diamond
dust accents. “The way we roll is like this. We embed a psychological reward into the minds of young people through guerilla
marketing. We create a flurry of temporary excitement through
postings, approval, fake images, manipulated comments, and a
host of other strategies.”
“Um…I’m not sure this is—”
“Kids these days need to be liked. They want to look and feel
like everyone else, but just a step ahead to appear original. If they
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think everyone else wants something, they will go to extraordinary lengths to get it first.”
“Well, I’d say that kids have always wanted to be liked…”
“We specialize in the perception of approval.” Bryson couldn’t
stop. He had spoken the pitch for so long and now it flowed out
in a single stream. “A teenager doesn’t even have to practice what
he pretends to like, he just has to put it out there, get the digital
reactions and BOOM! he’ll crave the approval cycle.”
“But wait a sec—Mr. Copeland…all we wanted was a few
suggestions on how to get the word out—”
“I know you people didn’t grow up with this, but I have the
tools to connect to teenagers. I know how this works. I mean,
not to be rude, but you three—you’re a little…” He fumbled for
the least offensive phrase. “You three are a little dated.”
Angelo couldn’t take it. Here was a dude who was paid to
understand teenagers who had traded eye contact for screens,
traded flesh-and-blood relationships for digital manipulation.
This guy believed that money equaled power, and that young
people had given up on their souls. Team Elm, on the other
hand, believed in love. Their alliance was doomed.
Miss Chris felt Angelo’s simmering anger and laid a hand on
his arm before he could speak. “Mr. Copeland, we appreciate
that you’ve brought some statistical data for us, but we’re not
really fans of what you’re talking about.”
Mr. Skinny Jeans rose up. He put away his device and shook
his head. “Well, most of my clients are looking to make money.
They want an idea to catch fire in order to sell something. You
don’t actually think social media works in the best interest of its
users, do you? If this is an act of mercy, you might need a different sort of marketing model.” He rose to leave. “I’m sure this
Elmer is a nice boy, but if you think you can actually solve his
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problems with hugs and shit, we have nothing further to talk
about. We don’t specialize in reality—only fantasy.”
“Thank you for considering our idea,” said Miss Chris. “I’m
sorry we misunderstood each other’s intentions.”
––––––––––––
Their grand idea had hit the pavement with a thud. Yet
Gloria Christenson was still an optimist. A lunatic optimist. She
was convinced that Sun City Matchmaker could still be a thing.
“Should we ask the drama and art teachers for some help?”
asked Angelo the next day. They might know more how to get
publicity.”
“No good,” said Miss Chris. “Remember the year they tried
to start up a performance club on campus? They named it the
Future Actors Guild and they printed up fifty shirts before they
looked at the acronym and realized they were screwed. No—the
fine arts team ain’t the place to look. We need some sharp cookies for this project.”
Inspiration needs sugar, so Miss Chris took out her silver box
of caramels and they passed them around in silence. After a few
minutes, she announced. “Maybe we don’t have to trick anybody
after all. Did it ever occur to us that some kids might just want
to be Elmer’s friend?”
They sat in silence to think about it. “You’re probably right.
Let’s just tell kids what we’re doing and see if enough of them
sign up.”
“We can call it a ‘social experiment’ and see what happens,”
said Miss Chris.
When everyone went home that afternoon, Miss Chris
clasped her hands together and prayed for one more miracle,
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the hope that somewhere God would pluck an unknown human
being from his ordinary life and set him down in front of Elmer
Whit as a true friend. It just could happen to a guy like him.
Just maybe.
––––––––––––
The announcement went out on Monday. Over the loudspeaker it went something like this:
Hey, Sun City! This is your principal, Mr. Cardenas. We’re
doing something really GREAT in your English classes this
week. In honor of National Friendship Day, we will be practicing what it means to be a great friend. Our honoree this
year is named ELMER WHIT, and one of you is going to get
to spend the day with him in two weeks! How do you win? It’s
so simple! Just write an essay for extra credit and get a paid
trip to Coaster City Amusement Land. Let’s show our spirit
and show Elmer what it means to be a friend!
When the students heard the announcement, it sounded
more like this:
Hey, Sun City! This is your overly enthusiastic principal, Mr.
Cardenas. We’re doing something really lame in your English
classes this week. In honor of National Friendship Day,
we will be practicing a stupid idea made up by one of our
administrators working on a Ph.D. Our honoree this year is
that freakishly weird kid ELMER WHIT, and one of you will
be forced to spend the day with him in two weeks! How do
you win? It’s so annoying! Just crank out a desperate essay for
extra credit and get a paid trip to Coaster City Amusement
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Land. Let’s pretend we give a damn and show Elmer what it
means to be a friend!
When Elmer heard the announcement, he flipped the hood
of his sweatshirt over his face for a moment and scrunched his
hands into the fleece. He had agreed to the idea, but now he was
scared. Who could blame him? He was the guy who had seen 99
percent of the world treat him like garbage for seventeen years. A
guy who had been loved only by a brother and paid professionals. A guy who had never trusted a friend in his life.
“Oh, Elm,” Evangelina and her grandmotherly frame stood
up and surrounded his hooded figure. “We’re going to be right
there.”
“I know.”
“And Elmer, just listen—” Angelo said. “Elmer—think of
this as the most fun you’ll ever have.” He poked him. “It’s gonna
be so cool—do you hear me?”
Elmer lowered his hands away from the hood, peering out
like a Star Wars Jawa in the desert. “Really?”
“Of course.”
––––––––––––
When the students at Sun City first heard the idea, few really
cared. But once the leadership class1 grabbed hold of it? Well,
then it really tanked. The only way to find a modest pool of candidates was to use that time-tested strategy of extra credit, one of
the few commodities that teachers still use.

1. Kids can spot marionette puppets and their adult handlers without much
trouble.
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The kids had one week to submit a 300-word essay in a sealed
envelope and placed in the pouch taped to Miss Christensen’s
classroom door. Convince the selection committee that you would
make a good friend for Elmer Whit.
During this time, Georgette told Amanda who told Jose who
told Justin that Elmer Whit was kind of nice and that maybe
he wasn’t such a weird kid after all, to which Jacob responded
that Elmer was still a freakin’ numb-nut, but that in order to
get a free ticket to Coaster City you’d have to fake it really good,
to which Amanda followed up with a you’re-such-a-jerk punch
on the arm and the admission that she always thought he was
nice and since they sat next to each other in sixth grade that
maybe she had the best chance to be picked, to which Georgette
answered that everything in life is up to fate so you should all
just chill out and wait until next week before planning out your
whole freakin’ life.
In the meantime, Elmer told his mother about the idea. She
was predictably uninterested in anything besides his father’s eternal, droning, unrelenting failure. She shrugged her shoulders
and kept watching Judge Judy from her vinyl recliner, swinging
her hand in his direction as if to dismiss him from the throne
room. Elm had learned to not very much care about his mother’s
reactions to things, for caring might require dying.
The pouch on Miss Chris’s door fattened as the week progressed. Every few days, she would gather that day’s essays
and lock them in her cabinet. On Friday afternoon Team Elm
would read the responses and select the best candidate. When
they gathered, they were surprised to find a much larger stack
than they had anticipated. A psychologist would have no doubt
enjoyed reading the unmistakable case studies of future leaders
and losers and psychopaths and beauty queens and poets and
criminals and politicians.
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High school essays written by a teenager for the purpose of
revealing as little as possible about their true selves, is a study in
thinly veiled insecurity. As time passed, some scattered essays lay
on the center, a portrait of adolescent humanity.

My Friendship Essay
Respectfully Submitted by Jacquelyn Flower
I want to tell you about myself because if I do, then
I know you will be super thrilled to have me as your
finalist. Being Elm’s friend is important, important,
important! I think that when someone makes a new
friend with somebody different, it makes the entire
world better. The normal people befriend the different people, and then other people go “Oh, look at that
weird guy who’s got a cool friend! Let’s go over and
talk to him!” and before you know it, everyone begins
to understand the layers underneath
You asked why I would make a good friend, and even
though I know you will laugh at my answer, just
listen to my reasons and you won’t find them funny
at all. It’s a very serious answer. The most important
thing in the world is taking care of your hair. Now I
know what you’re thinking but wait a second. I have
a good reason.
A person’s hair is like his sacred place. A good hair
day can make you feel totally awesome about yourself, and when you do, then you’re able to let love’s
sun rays shine out of you. That’s why my life’s goal
is to open my own hair studio, not a chain or something like that where people are like cattle coming in
to get groomed, but a real studio, a place where you
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can make someone feel awesome about themselves and
charge a really decent amount for cut, color, and blow
dry, and style.
I saw Elm’s hair from the yearbook picture and I
think that if I were his friend, it would be like “My
Fair Lady,” with me being the dude and him being
the low-class lady. I think that in the end, I’d like to
give Elmer a make-over and I’ll teach him how to love
himself.
For my final paragraph, I hope that you will consider
me to be your final pick. I have everything you’re
looking for, the looks, the drive, and the intrepidity to
go places with Elm by my side!
Friendship rocks!
Why I’m the Man for the Job
Composed by Jonathon D. Forkner, III
As a student of the global community, I present to you my
arguments for choosing me as A Friend of Elmer. Due to
my overwhelming sense of altruism, my duty to the community, and my desire to achieve greatness in the public
square, I am the best choice among your candidates.
As a veteran in the governmental process for quite
some time (beginning with the Itty Bitty Republicans
at Riverview Elementary and culminating with the Sun
City Student Council), I have adopted the discipline of
benevolence. Elmer Whit is a young person with a great
need. I am the man to meet that need.
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Furthermore, I feel that we have a duty to the community to protect, defend, and respect the neediest citizens
of our community. We will not turn our backs on the
lowly or unrefined. In fact, last year I added to my college
resume list the role of fundraiser for the SPCA, which
rescued thirteen abandoned animals in the Ridge Park
neighborhood alone. With Elmer, we should do no less.
In conclusion, my desire to achieve greatness will only be
enhanced by the exposure that our selection will bring to
my resume. I ask you to consider choosing me as one of
your finalist. Both Elm and the public will greatly benefit
from the skills I will bring to this worthy endeavor.
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The Most Important Thing
By Dominic Coley
I am an athlete. If you’ve ever heard it said that crosscountry runners aren’t athletes, they were sadly
mistaken.
If basketball players are the grenades that blast once
and are gone, I am the long taper that can burn for
hours. If football players are the gas-guzzling Hummers
on the road to victory, I am the electric hybrid with
a social conscience. If baseball players are America’s
heroes, I am America’s fastest son.
What is a runner? He is sweat and agony and sheer
willpower. A runner can outpace any man by day and
love any woman by night.
If cross country has taught me anything, it has taught
me how much running long distances suck. I would like
to teach these truths to Elm. He strikes me as a young
man who has never believed in himself, and I can teach
him the benefits of self-confidence. There is no need to
compare yourself to anyone, and I am uniquely equipped
to share my sturdy sense of self with him.
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Long distance runners are people with vision. I am an
athlete. Let me run fast with Elm.
For Elmer:
I do not know if you will read this. I
heard that someone is trying to find
a good friend for you. When I heard
about it, it made me sad. Even if I don’t
make it, I would like to meet you and
tell you that everything will work out
okay in the end.
Elena Cassandra Moon
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CHAPTER FIVE

Proof

Elena Cassandra Moon was a huge mountain of underestimation. She had grown accustomed to being ignored in favor of the
pretty girl du jour, but some bright knowledge of her own value,
some overwhelming and divine approval, set her upright.
She was a peculiar girl whose simple goodness eclipsed beauty
or academic wizardry. Her face was plain and her imagination
stunning. When she pulled on her jeans every morning, she
never bothered herself with a full-length mirror to check her
figure for disqualifications. Her dark hair, like a river at night,
swirled around her shoulders. She woke each morning to scrub
her face with a cut lemon from the garden and then chose a shirt
for its softness and pleasure against her stomach. Her shoes, flat
and unassuming, were designed to carry her through her daily
adventures rather than tiptoe up to boys and whisper temptations to them. At age seventeen, she was a diligent student of
love, not sex, as if she somehow knew the first would require a
lifetime of careful study, while the second wouldn’t matter much
without the first.
She had been born to a mother and father of extraordinary
simplicity. Her mother was from Mexico City and her father
from Palau, having met in the most cinematic of ways. Elena’s
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father Malachi Moon was a bricklayer who was rescued one
afternoon at the age of 24 when a young missionary nurse on
a trip to his hometown of Koror attended to his wounds after a
construction accident. His first injury required the attention to
flesh and blood, and his second required the apprehension of his
soul by the mighty Father. Sera, the young angel from heaven,
treated both his wounds, and in three years both Malachi and
Sera entered into that most spiritual of covenants—a sacred
marriage.
And sacred it was. They were stupid and carefree, loving
God and each other and a baby girl whom they named Elena
Cassandra. When Elena was six, they moved from Palau to the
continental United States and began the second two-thirds of
their life with little public fanfare.
But Sera knew that something was wrong when the school
sent home a letter asking for permission to test their dark-haired
little girl. It was not a test for hepatitis or poor vision, but a
test for something far more ominous in the world of education:
little Elena was not quite right, they said. She was a slow-moving
river, full of curiosity and wonder, but sluggish around the academic docks. She might never ace a regular test or attend college,
they feared. So let’s just do what we can, they said, to keep that
stagnant water from growing algae.
With that, mother and father lent her to the school system
for a time, but soon realized that their beautiful girl would be
just fine either way. Her new teachers taught her tricks and lovely
things with paper and pencils, but her parents kept the shallow
water moving downstream with nothing but love.
Malachi was not a perfect father, but he overcame his weaknesses (like his intellectual deficiencies or the tendency to hum
while Elena asked him questions) through prayer and physical
labor. The hard work of hauling stone and brick had given him
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discipline, and the love of God had given him humility. In this
way, Elena might have been the only girl in all of Sun City High
School equipped to win Miss Chris’s crazy contest. She was a girl
who understood love’s mysterious ease from a father who barely
finished high school but had a Ph.D. in Simple Goodness.
When she heard about the outlandish idea, the idea that
someone was trying to find a true friend among a sea of counterfeits, Elena’s spirit leaped up inside her. Why not me? She reasoned. I know how to love another human being.
––––––––––––
Nothing gets people worked up more than knowing if they’re
in or out. From the beginning of time, lists help determine a
person’s value—party invites, the school play cast list, the honor
roll, a list of cheerleaders, student council winners, superior
musicians, excellent speakers, gymnasium banners with MVPs,
and plaques with VIPs. Miss Chris had posted eight finalists’
names on the wall outside the classroom. Monday would be
interview day.
Miss Chris woke up that morning with the feeling that everything in her body was rattling around. This afternoon in choosing one final candidate, she hoped that Elmer Whit would begin
the preposterous process of healing from the inside out. She was
stoked, pumped, and juiced—an impossibility of emotions for a
forty-something spinster.
Angelo the janitor, too, woke from his double bed beside his
wife of twenty years with the expectation of something remarkable. Evangelina the cafeteria lady popped a few Tums after her
early morning coffee and cranked up the volume on her FM
truck radio while listening to Los Lobos. She anticipated a grand
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finale. And finally Elena, who after being kissed half a dozen
times by her mother and father, left her house dressed in a simple
dark brown shirt and jeans. She had no nervous cramps in her
stomach, no fear of the future. When her mother dropped her
off, Elena just knew that today would change everything.
When Elmer opened his eyes that morning, he looked up
at the ceiling and looked for the shape formed from random
plaster—the shape of his father’s face that haunted him every
morning. It was gone. For six years he had seen a strange outline
of that face formed in the shadows of the bumpy plaster, but
now he saw nothing but the raggedy, off-white texture of his
bare ceiling. He closed his eyes for a moment and then opened
them again, expecting to see it: two feet from the corner, six
inches from the left. Nothing. He thought of the interviews, but
for some reason, he didn’t much care. He wasn’t nervous, only
curious. He had no idea what would come of it.
His dresser was filled with random shirts and pants, the leftovers from a dozen thrift stores. He chose a red shirt today. Red
meant excitement. It would make him stand out. He carried his
clothes to the bathroom where he showered in the broken tub
and counted to ten while he scrubbed his hair full of bubbles.
The water poured over his face, taking the foam with it, and he
imagined his birthmark dissolving as it swirled down the drain.
When he stepped out of the tub and looked in the mirror, it was
still there along with his pale chest and too-thin arms. But the
red shirt made him feel powerful.
––––––––––––
After the final bell that afternoon, Elena and the seven other
finalists walked over to the library. Few people really knew her
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because even though she was in one of the “special classes” just
like Elmer, she bore no overt features—like fashion incompetence or awkward social skills—to draw attention to herself. She
was just a medium-sized Everygirl with brown hair and olive
skin. She would be the least likely to be a public relations stunt;
in other words, the most likely to win this contest.
Miss Chris met with Elmer after school in the multi-purpose
room of the library to explain the procedure. They would bring
in each student, ask a few questions, and then let Elmer decide.
As he listened, his mind was somewhere between reality and
hope. At least for now, he was hopeful that the candidates who
wrote their essays were legitimate. That was good enough.
One by one, Team Elm interviewed students under the fluorescent glow of industrial lights and listened to their answers.
Elmer noticed certain things.
Percy didn’t look at him.
Allen was a psycho.
Belen fussed with her lip-gloss.
Bennet called him an asylum-dweller.
Hayden picked his nose.
Jordan asked if his birthmark was fake.
Carlo twitched.
But then came Elena. She just was. She walked into the interview room with the quiet beauty of an angel, sat in front of
Elmer, stared right into his face, and said, “I’ve been waiting for
you.”
“Waiting for me?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Have I met you before?”
“Sort of. We saw each other the first day.”
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“We did.”
“It was nice.”
“Yes. It was really nice.”
From there, Elmer and Elena spoke freely of Japanese animation and the color of their shoes and the funny curl on the left
side of her hair and the origins of his purple birthmark and Miss
Chris and fathers and fruit and math and Frisbees. They abandoned the fake lexicon of adolescence, favoring the language of
childhood instead.
Miss Chris observed this unaffected conversation in real time.
Even Angelo could not speak a word.
After listening to their easy conversation, Miss Chris finally
spoke. “Your essay was really sweet. I’ll be honest, the other kids
were trying really hard to impress us, but your introduction
might have been the only really sincere one we received.”
“Thank you.” She looked down at her feet.
“Why do you think that you would make a good friend for
Elmer?”
Me and Elmer? I don’t know him yet, but I know him. I just
do. He has something in his eyes that reminds me of…well, me.
You don’t know me or anything, but I know how Elmer feels—
feels about things.” She paused. “Kids ignore me. I don’t know
if you know this, but I’m not that smart. I don’t think Elmer is
that smart either, but his heart is big. I can just tell these things.
I think if me and Elmer were friends, we could understand each
other. Oh, and I would love for him to meet my mom and dad.
He should meet my dad. And my mom—she can cook for us.”
Miss Chris looked over at Evangelina. Their eyes, moist with
hope, locked in agreement.
“Oh, and it’s okay if someone else goes to Coaster City. I
figured I’d be Elm’s friend either way.”
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––––––––––––
Most girls her age wanted to drive their own cars to school,
but Elena was content to meet her mother every day near the
green curb beside the tennis courts. Today, like every other day,
Mrs. Moon was waiting for her daughter along the curb in the
family’s old, faded-blue sedan. Elena slipped into the front seat
where she and her mother shared their twice-daily kiss on the
cheek—once after school and the other before she went to sleep
each night. She couldn’t wait to tell her mother the news.
“I have something to show you,” Elena said as they pulled
away from the parking lot.
“What’s that?”
“I was picked.” Elena took out the instruction sheet and
unfolded it in her lap, uncreasing the edges.
“To go to the amusement park with that boy?”
“Yup,” she answered. “They picked me.”
“Are you kidding me? I knew they’d love you!” Mrs. Moon
banged on the steering wheel twice. “You are the perfect choice—
I just knew it.”
“Are you sure?”
“You’re perfect!”
Elena waited to say the hard part, the part she couldn’t articulate quite yet. “It’s just that the other kids were acting so—I don’t
know. They were acting so weird—like Elmer didn’t matter at
all. I think they just wanted to get the free trip.”
“What about you?”
“I don’t know if I even want to go. They want to bring a
photographer from the school to take pictures and stuff. That’s
just weird. I kinda just want to hang out with him.”
“Just be yourself. That’s all you guys have to do.”
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What Mrs. Moon had somehow forgotten, twenty years into
full-fledged adulthood, is that being “yourself ” is the probably
the hardest thing in the world, the thing that eludes nearly every
young person, the thing that keeps people up at night replaying
every word, gesture, and glance that happened the day before,
the thing that every human being hopes for during the evolutionary process of growing up. In other words, Mrs. Moon
was asking for a miracle when she asked her seventeen-year-old
daughter to be herself.
Maybe Elena was the only one who could actually do it.
––––––––––––
The school buzzed for fifteen minutes when Mr. Cardenas
announced the winner of the Coast City friendship trip on
Tuesday morning over the loudspeaker. Who’s Elena Moon?
Wait—they get a free trip? Is he that crazy-ass kid with the
birthmark?
Several weeks ago, Elmer Whit had simply been the weird
dude whom few defended, some abused, and most ignored.
But now he wore an aura of something around his body, a circle
of low-grade celebrity energy. As he passed through the corridors, people gathered and followed, whispered and pointed.
Kids who earlier couldn’t have told you jack squat about the
guy now claimed to know everything about him without having
spent a moment in conversation with him. Elmer’s got an older
brother, Elmer’s got a learning disability, Elmer’s a libra, Elmer’s not
a virgin, Elmer’s my homeboy. The students were vibrating with
rumor-energy, the kind of electricity that powers small cities.
Now that being Elmer’s friend was associated only with
victory, his companionship was unreachable. He still had zero
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friends but for wildly different reasons than before. A week
ago, he was a lonely nobody whom nobody cared about despite
unlimited access; today he was a lonely nobody that everybody
pretended to know.
But when he saw Elena now on campus, there was no fear.
Only a comfortable, steady gaze. They stared at each other like
children do when they arrive at preschool and discover a playmate. She didn’t see his shoelaces; he didn’t see her ordinary
clothes. She was stunningly average. He was uncommonly ordinary. They spoke no words to each other but Elena smiled at him
as though they had been resting in each other’s company for a
hundred years.
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CHAPTER SIX

Rational Function
When Elena’s mother invited Elmer to have dinner with the
family, he didn’t know what to do with himself. Having lived in
a shadowy cave for so many years, he was unaccustomed to the
normal gestures of life. What did it mean to be invited to dinner at
someone’s home? What was home—and what should one say when
he arrives there? His imagination built Elena’s fictional house out
of scraps from his past: fleeting images from TV sitcom living
rooms, fairy tale dialogue like How nice to meet you, sir, and the
imagined velvet sofas of rich people. Basically, he had no idea
what to do in the house of normal people.
Elena’s family heard all about Elmer. I like him, Elena said to
her mother. You should meet him.
He was given her address on a sticky note. 2444 East Empyrean
Street. Elena slipped it to him between classes with the assumption that Elmer knew how to find her family’s house. She invited
him to come at six o’clock on a Thursday evening “because that’s
when my dad is clean.” She assured him that they would have
plenty of food and perhaps a game of cards at the kitchen table.
“My mother would love to meet you,” she said. “I told her you
were a nice person, and she told me that it’s hard to find those,
so bring him over.”
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Elmer and Ed and his mother did go to someone’s house
once before when he was twelve. His mother had been invited
to a home-shopping party by a neighbor, one of those awkward
capitalist retail schemes that turns hospitality into a profit mill.
His mother had dragged them along for the free dinner, and he
simply remembers sitting with his brother in the front room,
overwhelmed with the smell of cheap candles and overwrought
hors d’oeuvres on tiny crystal plates. It was an awful night.
But this was different. Elena’s motives seemed overwhelmingly simple: come over and we’ll have pie. To be invited for the
simplest of reasons was beyond his grasp, but he touched the
yellow sticky note so many times in the three days leading up to
the event, that the gummy surface on the back began to develop
a noticeable fuzz.
He went into Miss Chris’s room and showed it to her.
“Hey, Elmer,” she said. “What’s new?”
“Nothing much,” he replied.
“Are you getting to know Elena? She’s really nice.” Miss Chris
never made too much eye contact with Elm, sensitive to the
masculine temperament. She moved about the room while they
talked, straightening chairs and adjusting stacks of papers. It was
easier than chatting face-to-face.
Elmer crossed over to her and held out the sticky note. “I
wanted to show you something.”
“What’s this?” she asked.
“Elena asked me to her house for dinner. This is her address.”
Miss Chris reached for it and it stuck onto Elm’s finger for a
split second before giving way. She looked at it carefully. “Well,
this is wonderful.”
“Should I go?”
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“Why wouldn’t you go? I think this is a wonderful gesture. It
shows you that she wants to share you with her family.” Elmer
looked frightened. “But do you want to go?”
“Sure.” He was unconvincing. “But—” He began to pull at
his hair, sliding it between his fingers. “But, I don’t know what I
should do when I get there.”
He had never been a dinner guest. He had never been a dinner
guest. All over the world, in every culture and enclave, people
shared meals with one another. It was a rite of passage for all
children, no? Didn’t everyone, rich or poor, get this kind of education? As Miss Chris stared down at the over-handled square of
yellow paper, she recognized the huge gap between the loved and
the not-so-much. He was seventeen, and this was Elmer’s firstgrade education in social etiquette.
“I’ve got a good idea, Elmer. Angelo is moving some furniture in the building after school tonight, and I’ll bet he would
have some good pointers to give you about having dinner with
Elena and her parents. Would you like that?”
“Okay. But Miss Chris?”
“Yes?”
“Are you sure I should go? I’m not very good at these things.”
Miss Chris sat down at the nearest desk and gestured for him
to move closer. She looked straight up into his face. “Elmer?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you like Elena?”
Elmer stared at her with eyes of glass. He didn’t blink. He
didn’t swallow.
“It’s okay to tell me. Do you like her?”
“If I say yes, will you think it’s weird?”
“Of course not. I like her, too.”
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“I like her,” he finally answered. “She looks at me. She is the
only one who really looks at me. She talks just the right amount.
And her face looks soft.”
Miss Chris looked down and smiled. “Well, then, Elmer, I
think that a girl like that should have a dinner guest like you.
Meet me back here at 2:50.”
––––––––––––
Angelo took a fat dry erase marker1 and made two giant circles on the board. “Okay, buddy—here goes the diagram. I was
always a visual learner, so it’s just easier for me if I do it this way,
if that’s all right.”
The three of them sat in the center of the classroom with
the door closed. Elmer and Miss Chris sat side-by-side watching
Professor Custodian outline the finer points of boy-meets-parents.
“This circle is your girl’s dad.” He gestured to the one on the
right. “I’m going to write down some of the things he might ask
you on Thursday night, okay?”
“She’s not my girl.”
“Well, you know what I mean.” He waved off the lack of confidence and kept going. “And this circle—” he pointed to the left
side, “—is you.” They listened carefully. “Now one of the first
things that a father usually asks a boy is something like this.” He
took his marker and wrote down the first sloppy question: What
do you like to do? “Now what would you say to that question?”

1. Before the dry erase marker was the piece of chalk. Chalk dust made thousands of allergic kids cough and sputter while clapping erasers against the brick
sides of school buildings, so in the 1990s educators decided to switch to safer
dry erase markers, which contain zylene, methyl isobutyl ketone, and the toxic
ingredient n-butyl acetate.
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Elmer sat there stunned. “I don’t know. I guess I like to walk
around the neighborhood and take pieces of bark off of trees.”
Angelo’s marker hovered in mid-air. “Dude—what kind of a
load of crap answer is that?
Miss Chris jumped in. “I think what Angelo is trying to say,
Elmer, is that your answer might be kind of confusing to someone. You might like to peel bark off of trees—there’s certainly
nothing wrong with that—but most people can’t really relate
to that. Maybe you should think of something more common.”
Angelo offered his opinion. “Like maybe you could say you
like soccer or maybe drawing or even action movies, or something like that.”
“But it isn’t true. I don’t like those things.”
“I know, but we’re trying to make a connection to the dad,
right?” Angelo looked stumped. “All right—let’s try another
one.” He stuck the marker cap in his mouth and thought hard.
“What if he asked this question?” Angelo printed the question
What kind of career are you thinking about for the future?
“Wait a sec, Angelo,” said Miss Chris. “Elmer’s only seventeen, you know. That might be too complex a question.”
“You’re darn right, but dads want to know stuff like this. You
have to be ready anyway.” He dotted his i’s. “So what do you
think? What should you say?”
“What would I say or what should I say?” Elm asked.
“Oh, you’re a smart one. Just what’s the honest answer?”
Elmer sat and thought about it. “I think I would like to help
kids get into roller coasters—like check their seatbelts or latch
the iron bars before they take off. Or maybe measure kids to see
if they’re tall enough to ride stuff.” Elmer had seen a movie once
about carnival workers and had felt a strange kinship with them.
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“You’re freaking amazing, dude,” said Angelo. He looked at
Miss Chris and held out his hands in amazement. “What are we
doing here, Glory?”
“Okay, I think maybe this wasn’t the right idea here.” Miss
Chris turned and looked at Elmer. “Listen, son. I think that
you should just show up at Elena’s house on Thursday and just
be yourself. Don’t even listen to us. We don’t know what we’re
doing anyway.”
“She right, kid,” said Angelo. “I’m just an old dope, really.” He
smiled. “Elena thinks you’re great, okay? Forget all this crap…
we don’t even know if her old man will even care.” He walked
over to Elmer and put his heavy brown hand on his shoulder.
“You wanna know what I told my first girlfriend’s dad when she
invited me over?”
“What?”
“I told him that I wanted to fix skateboards and sell tortillas.”
“That’s sweet,” said Miss Chris. “I’ll bet he loved you.”
“Nah. He told his daughter I was a frickin’ loser.” He
shrugged off the memory. “But I didn’t care. Listen, E-Man. I
never made more money than a janitor’s salary my whole life.”
He grew serious and the room collapsed around his voice. “I
been the kinda guy you might not notice around town. But I
love people. Shoot, I just love people. That’s why I love this job
‘cause nobody takes care of kids like I do.”
Elmer held out his hand and they clasped each other’s palms
in a band-of-brothers grip. “You know what? I’m going to Elena’s
house on Thursday. Her dad’s gonna love me.”
––––––––––––
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A scooter was hardly the vehicle of choice in which to arrive
at Empyrean Street. Balancing a box of Oreos to the handlebars,
Elmer slowed in front of the simple boxy house with the numbers 2444.
He had dressed carefully. After pulling every stitch of consignment store clothing out of every closet in the house, he
found one shirt well suited to the occasion. It was made of dark
gray cotton with three buttons and a wilted collar. Except for
the small embarrassment of a tiny embroidered turtle on the left
breast, it was perfect. Accompanying the Polo knockoff was his
best pair of pants: dark denim with beige stitching on the butt
pockets. On the right man, the ensemble could very well pass as
quirky-urban-thrift-store, but on Elm, it was more like whitetrash-meets-clearance-table. Happily, Elm—and even Elena, for
that matter—would not care about the difference.
The Moon home was simple and tidy. The architecture bore
no custom features, but set among a neighborhood of similar
floor plans, the house boasted the cleanest yard around. To the
left and the right, other homeowners had left bikes, tall grasses,
and domestic detritus strewn about the property. Elena’s house,
on the other hand, showed remarkable pride of ownership.
Elmer walked up to the front porch, adjusting the three wildflowers he had taped to the front of the Oreo package.
When he reached the first step, Elena opened the front door
and came out dancing on her tiptoes. “Elmer! You’re here! And
what did you bring?”
“I brought you some cookies,” he said. “They have extra
cream in the middle.” He pushed the package toward her and
she fondled the wildflowers on the front.
“Look what you did to it—that’s so beautiful.” Elena crinkled
the package as she brought it to her nose.
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He looked around the front porch. “I like your house. It’s
very clean.”
“Yeah, well, my mom was raised to keep everything picked
up.” Elena was dressed in a blue, lightweight sweater, and her
dark brown hair flowed across it like chocolate. “My parents are
waiting to meet you. C’mon—I’ll bring you inside.”
Elmer followed Elena into the front room. It smelled of lemons and old books with a touch of blue toilet cleaner. Mrs. Moon
stood in the middle with her arms outstretched. Like Miss Chris,
she was one of God’s messengers.
“Hello, dear one,” she said. “We are so happy to have you
here with us for dinner tonight.” She reached across the empty
space and embraced the gray-shirted stranger with an uncommon love.
“Hi,” said Elmer. “Thank you.”
“Elmer brought us some cookies, mom. I’ll put them in the
kitchen for dessert.” Elena left the room, leaving Elm and Mrs.
Moon to stand by the front door. “Please, come into the living
room. My husband Malachi will want to meet you, too.”
Elmer followed Mrs. Moon dutifully into the second chamber, a room of tiny, overwhelming details all set in their proper
places. At home, Elmer knew nothing of such deliberate placement, as his house was a whirlwind of survival items propped
in corners with no forethought. But here, the place where his
girl lived and breathed and loved, the rooms were full of precise
objects chosen for aesthetic qualities—a crystal decanter, a dried
wreath of lilac, a painted farm bucket. For a moment, Elmer
wished he were alone to glance around this museum and get his
bearings.
He got his wish.
Mrs. Moon excused herself to join Elena in the kitchen, and
Elmer was left alone for several minutes propped on the edge
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of their sofa. He gazed at the room as one gazes at a landscape
in a foreign country. Pillows—just for show—and a mirrored
tray with tiny glass animals were like archeological artifacts. A
chair, covered with a faded, billowy piece of fabric, sat cocked
at an angle for conversation. And suddenly, without warning, a
longhaired cat sidled up to Elmer with all the insouciance of a
farm animal.
“She’s Vonda,” Elena said, coming into the room. “I’ve had
her since I was five.”
“She’s pretty,” he said.
“Her fur will drive you wild, but she’s the nicest thing ever.”
Elena sat next to Elmer, and the sofa fell inward toward
the center, bringing their thighs perilously close to each other.
“Sorry—I didn’t mean to sit so close,” she said.
“That’s okay.”
Mr. Moon suddenly filled the space with his body, a bulky
presence that shifted the mood abruptly. He made a straight line
for Elmer, which frightened the young man to no small degree.
“Hello there, Elmer. How are you, young man?”
Elmer and Malachi clasps hands as Elm felt his own palm
shrink inside the grip of Elena’s father. “Good. I’m good.”
Malachi pumped his arm several times before letting him go.
“Sera has a few things left to do for dinner, so would you like
to come in the backyard with me until it’s time to eat?”
Elmer looked at Elena desperately. Should he go?
“Go ahead, Elm,” said Elena. “I’ll go help my mom.”
Malachi trotted through the kitchen to the back sliding door
while Elmer followed at his heels like a puppy. He liked being
led; it saved him the trouble of figuring out what to do. They
passed the table, set with melamine dinnerware and stemmed
water glasses stuffed with a paper napkin spun into some sort
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of origami bird shape. The entire house was a kitschy art fair. A
kitschy art fair in the Garden of Eden.
Mr. Moon reached for some pruning shears on the back
patio, a square of swept cement punctuated by molded plastic
lawn chairs and tufts of potted plants. “If you’ll grab that bag
there—“ Mr. Moon gestured to a plastic leaf bag, “—you can
help me pick up the scraps.”
The two began to talk, side by side. Malachi Moon was a
commoner by trade, and this made him infinitely unpretentious.
He was not afraid of dirty work, and unlike other professionals
who might be tempted to talk about assets and business goals,
he preferred to talk about uncomplicated things like World
Cup soccer or the beehive under his shed. Working alongside a
man who held no grudges, Elmer’s stomach began to relax as he
opened and closed the lawn bag. He had value in this home, he
intuitively reasoned. He was safe here.
Soon, however, Mr. Moon asked the fated question, which
Prophet Angelo had written with frightening accuracy on the
whiteboard: “So what do you like to do?” he asked casually.
He was screwed. Could he say it? Without even thinking Elmer
replied, “Oh, I like to walk around the neighborhood, pulling
bark off of trees.” Oh my god, he thought. I was warned. I was
warned, but I said it anyway.
With no trace of surprise or condemnation, Malachi simply
continued the conversation as though it were the most natural
answer in the world. “So you’re a budding arborist, eh? I was
into trees myself at your age. In fact, arborists make a great living, you know. Some people think they just hack limbs off trees
and poke them into a shredder, but the serious guys make an art
out of it—they’re like math geniuses. You’d be a good arborist,
I can tell.”
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And then, the two continued their orbit around the Moon’s
house, two men chatting about trees and carnival rides while
waiting for the ladies to finish dinner.
“Malachi!” Mrs. Moon hollered from the back door. “Come
and eat!”
“We’re ready to roll, Missus Moon,” Malachi replied, “but we
gotta wash our hands.”
Instead of using prissy lavender soap and a guest towel,
Malachi pulled the hose off the hook on the side of the house
and let an arc of water pour over his hands. He gestured toward
Elm, and the two of them took turns holding the hose for the
other. Malachi even flicked water into Elmer’s face—twice.
Coming inside, the four of them took their seats around the
table, the parents on the two ends with Elm and Elena sitting
across from each other. “Should you pray, dear?” Mr. Moon
asked, and then, for the second time that day, she talked to God.
Elmer watched the three of them drop their chins, and he followed. Afraid to peek, he listened to Mrs. Moon talk to God as
easily as if she were asking him to pass the potatoes.
Mrs. Moon, give him a little grace (God said that morning)
and not just love but respect. That’s what a young man needs
more than anything. Give your wings to your husband for the
evening so that he can rise up and give Elmer love and freedom and respect and peace. And while you’re at it, said God,
if he should happen to drop something, break something, say
something, or botch something, love him anyway and fix it
together so that he may begin to know that he is mine and
no one else’s and I made him to love and be loved. If you can,
laugh while he’s with you, pull out the game board and teach
him how to play, teach him how to win, show him how to
talk, show him how to love. If you do all these things, his soul
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will see me, and his heart might be saved from everlasting
darkness.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Identity Function
To this day, they still can’t figure out what made them do it, but
maybe it was fate.
Three weeks of knowing Elena, and Elmer felt re-born. The
moments he spent with her poured oxygen into his lungs and
light into his path. She never averted her eyes, but rather stared
directly at him while he answered her questions. She never
confused him, never judged him, never stared at his birthmark
except to ask directly, “How come God gave you such a cool
birthday present?”
When Elena was near, Elmer forgot himself. When he and
Elena were together, Elmer thought of nothing but each word
of their conversation in succession—no behind and before, no
past and future, but only right now. They were simply beautiful
together, an equation whose answer required no effort at all.
At home, Elmer’s mother was often too busy with her own
self-loathing to notice any subtle differences in her son. But the
signs were obvious. A Dollar Store receipt for dental floss. The
ancient ironing board moved from one side of the closet to the
other. A brief glimpse of push-ups in the living room. Longer
showers.
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The scheduled trip to Coaster City, just a week away, haunted
him for some reason. It felt weirdly staged, like some public relations stunt for his school rather than a genuine reward. He lay in
his bed and stared at the popcorn ceiling again as the dawn cast
bumpy shadows above his bed. Instead of his father, he saw his
brother in the shadows and wondered if the town of Handley
had given him hope. Handley.
It was better than a roller coaster. His brother had fled to
find comfort. Ed had known someone there, and he had left for
the only place where he thought he might find escape. To most
people it was a side trip to nowhere, a pass-through rather than
a destination. But to Elm, who had barely seen past his own city
limits, no less Sao Paulo or Las Vegas or Rome, Handley was the
edge of the universe, the symbol of emancipation.
He shared his plan with Elena during lunch the next day.
They were sitting together against the concrete planter, pulling
leaves off the shrubbery in symmetrical order.
“What are you talking about?”
“I mean, we should take the money for the amusement park
and go find my brother instead.”
“But he lives in Handley. That’s a long way.”
“Only a half day’s trip. We could do it.” Every two seconds he
popped a leaf off its stem and added it to the growing pile on the
ground. “Just us, though—no adults.”
She leaned in close. “But we’re…we’re not grownups yet. And
how would we get there?”
He felt the warm moisture of her breath fall into his ear and
his spirit fluttered. Who was this girl anyway, and why should
they risk too much in fleeing the world, racing toward Godknows-where without money or a lick of sense between them?
Career children don’t find success in the big world, do they?
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They sat leaf-pulling for a good long time, hearing the vague
stupidity of teenagers float across the campus sound waves. Their
private world empowered them.
“Let’s take a bus. We’ll get out of here.”
“Oh my god, Elmer. We can’t get on a bus. My mother would
never let me.”
“Okay, then let’s ask her first.”
Now this was odd. Elmer Whit was certainly not the first boy
to come up with the idea of running away from home. With a
girl. With no money. To escape the terrors of life. But he was
probably the first to tell the girl’s mother his plans before they
left.
“My mother will be scared. She knows I’m not…she knows
I’m not smart.”
“Yes, you are,” he said. “And I am, too.”
This was the first time that Elm said it. Could it really be true?
“I believe it, Elmer, but no one else will let us do this.” She
stared into her eyes. “It’s kind of—it’s kind of stupid.”
This was crushing. He needed Elena to nod and accept and
assent with no hesitation, for this would be his freedom, a way to
know that he was a man like his brother, a man unlike his father,
a man who could make a plan and slay dragons, even if those
dragons only sat along the route of a Greyhound bus to Handley.
“It’s not stupid, Elena. We can leave for three days—maybe as
long as a week. A week of school doesn’t matter anymore.”
She knew he was right, but this plot, this Revolution, was not
in her DNA. It would have to settle in, this freaky plan with no
bones or possibilities. “What about money? We don’t have any.”
“I know how to get the tickets.”
“How? I don’t have cash—just some birthday money from
my family, maybe sixty bucks is all.”
“We won’t steal, I promise. We can just ask.”
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“Who’s going to give us money for bus tickets? That’s crazy.”
Elm started to rock back and forth again, crumpling up the
wax sandwich paper in his fist as he worked out the details in his
half-head. It was all coming together now. His whole life had
prepared him for this preposterous journey.
––––––––––––
Miss Chris found Elm’s letter under her door on Friday
morning.
It was written with Elena’s purple sparkly gel pen on a piece
of yellow legal pad.
It contained the following message:
Dear Miss Chris,
We are leaving. We will be safe and we don’t want to steel
any money from anyone. Instead of going to coaster city

we would like to visit my brother instead. A bus ticket
for both will cost $143.52 cents. I’m sorry it is so much

but they put some tacks on them. I know you will do this.
I will pick up the money tomorrow night under the heavy

stone at the bottom of the flag at school so it can be secret.

Love, E and E
s.p. We are telling Mrs. Moon about it, so you and her can

talk if you want. We are not going to be gone long so don’t
panick until at least five days go by. Or maybe seven.

Trust us please. p.s. And thank you for doing all this for
me. I think Elena is working out real good.

Miss Chris read the letter—read it three times—and went
immediately to her desk where she lifted out a long brown
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envelope. She wrote in big letters E AND E on the front and
then wrote a short note on the back. It was five o’clock before
she left the bank, and by the time she arrived home, she had
picked up the swollen envelope in her hands at least four times.
It felt magical and risky and ridiculous and redemptive and
she couldn’t wait to lift the stone under the flagpole when the
sun went down the next day. Of course, Miss Chris wasn’t real
because real teachers worry about truant officers and kidnapping
and liability and losing employment and all that sort of thing.
Elm and Elena had risked it all on the goodwill and understanding of his teacher. Elena had her doubts, to be sure, but
Elm assured her that Miss Chris would come through for them.
They would, however, have to figure other things out, like ditching school. Having no background of delinquency served them
well; what truant officer would come looking for them? They
had practiced anonymity their entire lives. As they saw it, kids
skipped school for all kinds of horrible reasons, so why would a
“family trip” disqualify them from good citizenship?
They didn’t need such a dramatic plan, but it was so much
more interesting this way. The money-under-the-stone plot was
plagiarized from a lousy B-list action movie, but where’s the fun
in picking up money from Miss Chris’s classroom?
It went like this: Elena would go for a “walk” after dinner,
and Elmer simply needed to keep his door closed at home since
his mother would not notice whether he had slipped out of the
house or remained beneath the bedclothes all day. That Saturday
was the slowest the earth had ever spun. At one point, Elmer was
certain the world had stopped moving altogether.
They consumed dinner in separate houses—one experiencing a home cooked meal of corn tortillas and beef and the other
a can of potted meat and powdered mashed potatoes from the
broken shelf behind the sink. When the time came to meet at
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the flagpole, Elena simply announced to her mother, “I’m going
to take a walk.” Elmer, on the other hand, merely squeaked open
the screen door, mounted a juvenile scooter with handlebars,
and headed off into the dusk toward the direction of Sun City
High School.
Elena arrived first. She saw him coming.
From afar, Elmer was at first a wobbling dark smudge against
the horizon. Then she saw his foot, pendulum-like, moving back
and forth against the pavement, swooshing his scooter toward
her. He was just a child, she thought. But as he moved closer, his
body swelled into the shape of a man—a brave, scooter-riding
Man-Child.
By the time he approached Elena, he was panting with just
enough pace to add suspense to the scene. “We’ll walk to the
sign first. You’ll stay there behind the wall and I’ll go in to get
the envelope.” Elm’s role as secret agent gave him new courage.
He was light years away from the sex appeal of James Bond, but
where there once was none, Elena had given him a smattering
of machismo.
They walked together to their spot. “Should we have a signal
in case someone is coming?”
“Um…okay. What do you think? You got an idea?”
Elena wasn’t sure. Her first idea was nonsensical “How about
I’ll sing a lullaby?”
They thought about this for a moment. Then Elm spoke. “But
the person who’s coming will know there are people around.
Lullabies are too—too obvious?” Elmer didn’t want her to feel
bad for the lousy idea so he added, “But if we were somewhere
else, a lullaby would be great.”
“I know. I’ll scrape my shoe against the ground. The gravel
will make noise. Birds and animals could make that noise.”
“Perfect.” He was enthusiastic with this plot. Elena smiled.
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They walked together to the large sign. The words SUN CITY
HIGH SCHOOL were illuminated in crazy fits, the budget having not allowed Angelo to permanently repair the electrical wiring for many months now. In the darkening light, sometimes it
said S N ITY HIG COOL and other times it said SI N CIT
HIGH S OOL. Elena looked up at it, mouthing out the different phonetic meanings in fascination. She was often distracted
by lights and sounds, and this proximity to a light show was
making her brain flicker in strange patterns.
Elmer interrupted her reverie. “I’m going in,” he announced.
Elena snapped back to central command center and watched
as Elm rushed out across the circle drive in front of the school
toward the flagpole. She watched him grow smaller in the darkness. He was far away now. She saw him reaching down. He was
lifting the rock awkwardly now. So close to freedom. What was
it? Was there something in his hands? Did he have an envelope?
In an instant, she saw his figure cut through the night air
coming toward her. His naturally odd walk had improved with
the heroism of his deed, and Elena even thought him pleasing
despite his weird shorts, the nerdy hitch in his gait. His hands
looked empty—or were they holding something? She couldn’t
stand it—did he have the money?
As he moved to within twenty feet, her spirits fell. He was
swinging his arms, grazing only air. Then his hands rose to his
head, his elbows bent, as if to say, “I got nothing.” But suddenly,
with a victor’s grin—perhaps the first one she had ever seen on
his face—he reached under his shirt and produced a long brown
envelope.
He was holding their ticket to freedom.
Under the changing light of the SCHS sign, the two of them
fondled the sealed envelope, feeling its puffy contours. Elm
turned it over in the light. On the back of the seal was Miss
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Chris’s unmistakable handwriting: For the smartest young man
I know and Lady Moon, his companion. Elm handed it to Elena
and said, “You can open it.”
She slid her finger under the tiny gap in the triangle and felt
it give way. They both leaned their heads over the opening and
saw a line-up of grey-green bills. Elm reached in and slid one
out of the envelope. A twenty. And then another and another
and another after that. Eight twenty-dollar bills, some crisp and
others dog-eared. Neither one of them had ever held so many
bills at once.
A car’s headlights broke the pattern of flickering electricity,
and Elena dropped behind the bush, pulling Elm down beside
her. While they waited, crouched, for the car to pass, Elmer drew
the envelope to his nose and inhaled the unfamiliar scent of cash.
He made a face. “I really thought it would smell better,” he said.
Elena made her own investigation by pulling it to her face.
She took a whiff. “You’re right. Money stinks. But that’s okay.
We won’t have it for long.”
––––––––––––
Elm’s mother, dog paddling in life’s deep end, hardly knew
that he was leaving. With one son gone and an ex who often
snatched the other son on a whim, she heard the plan with limited comprehension. A road trip to see Ed? Taking a break from
school? Get out of here and take a bagel with you. Oh, and here’s a
twenty-dollar bill. Make it last, you moron.
Mr. and Mrs. Moon, on the other hand, fought like crazy
after the plot was revealed. Malachi was not a foolish man and
he resisted the plan like a father holding back the gates of hell.
Elena would not travel to unknown lands alone with a young
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man, he declared, and he and his wife battled back and forth as
they would never fight again in their lifetime.
Yet Sera was unmoved. She heard the voice of her daughter
and understood the difference between two brands of rebellion.
Elena was not giving them the finger, she reasoned. Elena was
growing older. She would be eighteen soon. Father and mother,
with the sort of calibrated balance that proves a child deserves
both, shouted and reasoned with all their faculties until finally
settling on a strange compromise. Sera believed Elmer to be
good and trustworthy, and Malachi knew his daughter was the
same. Sera instructed Elena with odd maternal leniency that she
must return safely. When Elmer came to carry her suitcase, she
took his face in her hands and said that while they were visiting his brother, under no circumstances would she approve of
any naughty business between them. That was the speech. It was
powerful in its brevity and seriousness.
So now, with the incomprehensible approval of two mothers, a seventeen-year-old and his soon-to-be-eighteen-year-old
female companion were on a highway to Handley, a mid-sized,
mid-ambitious, American town. They could have been going
somewhere sexy to claim their dignity—Barcelona, Moscow,
or New York. The real destination, however, was the city of
Otherness. A place that was separate from where they had come.
Any place that had a pathway from earth straight to heaven.
A place where love could multiply.
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