Everyone’s Favorite Idiot

(Approx. 7,000 words)

By Scott Johnson

Everyone’s Favorite Idiot

By Scott M. Johnson


The fucking dipshit is at it again. Bobbing and grinning and trying to clap his hands but missing. Singing but not making any noise. Goddamn retard. 

His cookie-sized ears stick out from his oblong head, while his hairline sets so high it looks like a fucking toupee. This kid’s Mr. Potatohead with all the parts on backwards. He fits in here about as well as a two-dollar bill in a coin slot. 

If this bus were a track meet, Nicholas Bonavides would be the asshole running the wrong direction.

It’s not enough we’ve got to go to the same school. Not enough that we’re both sophomores at Cloverdale High. No, God sees fit to punish me by making us ride the bus together every morning, by putting the little bastard in my Home Ec class and having his assigned seat right next to mine like we were twin fucking brothers. 

Who’s the genius who thought it would be a good idea for this imbecile to go to public school, anyway? I’ll tell you what: If I was that big of a nutcase, I’d at least have enough common sense to demand to go to a school with more people like me. Someplace where I might have a chance at earning perfect grades or making some real friends or boning the goddamn homecoming queen. Here, all he aspires to is being the freak show, everyone’s favorite idiot, and being just naïve enough not to realize what a joke he is.


So instead of attending one of those schools with the politically correct nicknames -- School for the Challenged, Special Education Institute, Northwest Center of the Unique – Nicholas Bonavides had to go to my fucking school, ride my fucking bus and sit inches away from me in my fucking Home Ec class. 

Worst of all, he knows who I am. Sort of. He recognizes me, but the little shit can’t even say my name. When is the Board of Education going to make it a requirement for incoming students to be able to pronounce the name Rick?


The saddest part is that people actually pretend to like him. I don’t know if it’s because they feel sorry for him, because he reminds them of a senile grandparent, or because they think petting a retard might get them past the pearly gates, but some of the kids actually treat him like a normal human being. As if we can’t all see that the little mutant is about as normal as a six-fingered hand.


I know, I know. I sound like a real asshole here. But someone has to say it. And I’m just that person. I’ve always been a tell-it-like-it-is guy, while everyone else is so fucking fake all the time. It’s as if they’re all trying to cover something up, and it makes me sick. Maybe that’s because, the way I see it, the only thing worse than being unhappy all the time is not being able to acknowledge your unhappiness. Why be something you’re not?


And what Nicholas Bonavides is – plain and simple – is a charity case. While he sits there and accepts embarrassingly fake smiles from everyone who passes by, people like me anonymously flounder in fantasies of getting away from all the insincerities life has to offer. Gun in my mouth? Knife to my wrist? Hair dryer in the bathtub? A bloodbath of gunfire in the school cafeteria? The choices are all so goddamned intriguing.


As the bus turns into another subdivision, and Nicholas continues to giggle and moan at nothing in particular, I feel myself tensing up. The way my life works, the high point and low point of every morning come simultaneously. They’re both intersecting again as the bus slows and opens its doors.


The first thing I see is Anna Preston’s hair – blond, flowing, straight, as perfect as a mane can get. Then her profile, with those long eyelashes, soft blue eyes and cute little nose surrounded by impossibly clear skin. It’s like she’s moving in slow motion. It’s like there’s a soft light around her head. When she finally gets to the top of the stairs and turns up the aisle, I see that she’s wearing a denim miniskirt – the denim miniskirt. It seems like every time I close my eyes, I see those skinny, tan legs protruding beneath that denim miniskirt. I lie in bed at night imagining what it might be like to part those legs and get a crack at what’s between them. I wonder often if anyone has ever had such an opportunity.


She’s probably the kind of bitch that I typically would hate, but there’s something just sexy enough about her to keep my interest piqued. If Cloverdale High were a dog show, Anna Preston would be the obnoxious poodle that you can’t take your eyes off of.


She tosses her hair from one shoulder to the next, her eyes searching for an open seat. I silently pray that she’ll opt for the one across from me, that maybe I’ll get a quick glance of her panties as she settles in so that I’ll have something to get me off when I’m spanking my monkey tonight in bed.


“Hey, Nicholas,” she says, snapping my fantasy back into reality. And thus arrives the low point of my every day. She sees the little freak with the elephant ears but looks right past the rest of us. Her eyes sparkle and her perfect smile gleams as she looks at him. “How are you today?” I’m clenching my teeth together so fiercely that I can almost taste chalk on my tongue.


God, she’s fake. Just like the rest of them. Fortunately for her, she’s too hot to hate.


“Hi, Anna, hi,” Nicholas responds gleefully, his body bobbing in the green bus seat as he breaks into a gap-toothed smile. “Hi, Anna, hi. Hope your morning is good.”


“Yours too,” she says, and pats him on the shoulder as she passes. She never even looks at me. I might as well be an empty seat. If this bus was a beautiful woman, I’d be the mole behind her ear. I pretend not to watch Anna Preston pass, my eyes taking in that flawless ass as I bust out the shoulder-scratching-chin method of sneaking a peak. When my eyes turn back toward the front of the bus, they meet those of Nicholas Bonavides. His whole face lights up.


“Hi, Dickie, hi,” he belts. “Hi, Dickie, hi. Hope your morning is good.”


I just nod. I nod and wish the little fucker would get out of my life forever. Get out of Cloverdale High forever. Or at least learn how to say my goddamn name.






###


Homeroom is bullshit. The jocks in one corner, showing off letter jackets like they were kings’ robes. A couple nerds on the opposite side of the room, trying like hell not to get noticed as they bury their faces in some textbook. A group of prissy girls gossiping. A long-hair in a Led Zeppelin jacket listening to headphones. It’s all so obvious, so undeniably American. The funniest part is that all these assholes think they’re different than any other jocks or nerds or prissies anywhere else. I can only sit back and laugh at it all.


First period is bullshit, too, mostly because the teacher is so hopelessly passionate about a subject that intrigues exactly zero other people. I close my eyes and think about Anna Preston in the denim miniskirt. She’s dancing, slowly, spinning around and touching herself everywhere imaginable. It’s all I can do to hide the boner that’s pushing against my jeans.


Then comes second period, which is the most bullshit of all. Second period is more bullshit than the fertilizer at a rodeo. 

If there’s a single, undeniable argument against the women’s liberation movement, it’s the inclusion of Home Economics class in the daily high school curriculum. Instead of learning about something that might actually lead to a job one day, I’m sitting through an hour of cooking tips, cleaning advice and discussions on how to keep the home a sanctimonious place for the entire family. And it doesn’t help that the little Neanderthal Nicholas is sitting next to me, humming and tapping his hands on the wooden desk.


I go back to fantasizing about my own death, an all-too familiar habit that seems to get me through the days. I’ve got a handful of pills in front of me, and I’m ready to do the thing, when there’s a knock on the bathroom door. Anna Preston walks in, wearing nothing but a towel. She’s begging me not to do it, pleading with me to continue on because she’s always loved me. Just as I start to put the pills in my mouth anyway, she lets the towel drop to the floor. Her skin is glistening in front of me, her hair caressing her shoulders as I stare unapologetically.


“Ricky.” It’s Mrs. Kaufman’s voice. I believe this is what is referred to as a cock block. “Ricky, did you ever finish last week’s assignment?”


She’s standing a few feet away, but I can smell her B.O. from where I sit. Fat pig. Let’s just say she’s the polar opposite of Anna Preston as far as looks go. If Anna Preston is a Lamborghini, Mrs. Kaufcow is a tricycle with three flat tires.


“It’s Rick,” I say, “and no, I never did.”


Bitch. Busting me out of a perfectly good wet daydream to ask a rhetorical question. When I make my hit list, that cunt’s name is going to be somewhere near the top.


“Stay after class, Ricky,” she says. “We need to talk.” All I can think about is how much worse she must smell from up close. Damn. I’ll probably need a gas mask. “Rick, did you hear me?”


“Yes’m.” Then under my breath: “Fuck.” But I must have said it a bit louder than I’d intended, because I hear a couple of gasps – nothing else. Mrs. Kaufman stares at me for a few seconds, and I just stare back. You want to play staredown, bitch, let’s play. She turns to the blackboard, and all seems kosher – at least until that brain-damaged little nutbag opens his mouth.


“Dickie said fuck,” Nicholas says, giggling as he speaks. The dam breaks, laughter filling up the room. Nicholas just smiles and bobs in his combination desk-chair.


“Ricky,” Mrs. Kaufman says when the laughter falls to a manageable volume. “Ricky, how about you stay after school every day this week? We can work on your remarkable knack for the English language.”


I shoot Nicholas a look.


“Did you hear –“


“Got it,” I snap. 


The fatass goes back to teaching the class – if that’s what you call it. She’s basically just curing insomnia and probably dreaming about her next deep-dish pizza.


I fall into a daydream about holding a knife to my wrists when I’m interrupted again. Some skinhead motherfucker shows up at the door and asks if this is Mrs. Kaufman’s class. I think for sure the dude is going to shoot us all up, Columbine style, and I have to admit that I’m really quite looking forward to the scene. I just hope that the bullet intended for me doesn’t shoot wide of its target.


But he’s not here to make national news, not today at least. He introduces himself as “the new meat” and takes an empty seat at the front of the room. Mrs. Kaufman asks where he’s from, and I fight the urge to say: By the looks of that haircut, I’m guessing Mars. The guy looks fairly tall, and he doesn’t appear to be the type who’s going to try out for the Glee Club. He’s got tattoos peeking out of both shirtsleeves, and another on the back of his neck, just above his collar.


“Ellay,” he says, not like initials but like it’s one word. “Or thereabouts.” He sounds too calm to be a high school kid, but maybe that’s how they breed them way out there.


“And what do we call you?” Mrs. Kaufman asks.


“Deuce,” he says without any hint of self-consciousness.


“Welcome, Deuce,” she responds, surprising me with her brevity. Bitch can’t even call me Rick, and he gets away with Deuce? What kind of tyranny is this place?


All I can tell about old Deuce, at least from sitting a few seats back and staring at his exposed skull, is that he doesn’t look like someone who needs to be fucked with. His neck tattoo might be a snake’s head, with just enough protruding from above his collar that I can see its fangs. The Deuce is probably packing heat, for all I know. I might have an occasional death wish, but I certainly don’t want some skinhead splitting my face open and letting me bleed all over my brand new Deftones T-shirt; so I’ll be staying out of Deuce’s way, thank you.


Apparently Nicholas isn’t quite as street smart. As soon as Mrs. Kaufman goes back to her lesson plan, the greasy little buttsmack shouts: “Deuce! His name’s Deuce! Deuce has a picture on his neck! Deuce has a picture on his neck!” Laughter again.


This is it, I tell myself. Something’s going to snap. Some shit’s about to go down, and I’ve got a front row seat. Deuce even turns, slowly, to look at Nicholas. Even his profile is sinister (is that a mustache?) and the scowl says he’s ready to go off. The room’s gone silent. Even Kaufman has gone still, except for the jiggling skin between her second and third chins.


Except Deuce doesn’t do much of anything. The guy sees Nicholas, sees the way the little retard is grinning and bobbing in his seat, and he does the unimaginable. Deuce, the badass, skinheaded killer, just smiles. He fucking smiles.


And then he turns back to face the front of the room. The pussy. If this Deuce guy was a dog, he’d be a little dachshund trapped in a pit bull’s body.


I go back to my suicidal fantasy, asking myself how in the name of euthanasia I’m going to make it through the final half hour of class without impaling myself with a lead-tipped pencil. And before I can come up with an answer, the S.S. Kaufman is on my case again. The bitch just will not get out of my craw.

“Ricky, can you at least act like you’re paying attention?” she says, and I feel a rush of anger build up inside of me. The words start spilling, and I can’t stop them.


“Mrs. Kaufman,” I say, “can you at least act like you’re smaller than an 18-wheeler?”


I barely get the words out of my mouth when she snaps: “The office – NOW!”


The room watches silently as I go. If Home Ec class was a movie, it would be “Silence of the Lambs.” And I’m the motherfucker with the steel thing covering his mouth.


Mr. Oglivie, the principal, is just like he always is. Disheveled, nasally-voiced, doing his little song and dance about how I need to show more respect and maturity. Unfortunately, he shuffles me in and out so quickly that I’ve got to go back to the final ten minutes of Wildebeast Kaufman’s class.


She doesn’t even acknowledge my entrance, even though every other eye in the room is upon me and that feeble-minded little shit-for-brains is greeting me with: “Dickie’s back. Hi, Dickie, hi.”


I plop down in my chair and feign interest for a few more minutes before the bell gleefully releases me from my torture. I stop by Kaufman’s desk for the obligatory lecturing, but she seems too hurried to waste much time on my ass.


“I’m just going to inform you that I didn’t take this job to have to listen to that filth, so please keep it to yourself,” she says while packing up her books. “Got it?”


“Got it.” She continues to get her things together. “Can I go?”


“One more thing.” She’s throwing a bookbag across her ample girth now and putting chalk into a drawer. “We’ve got a cooking assignment in class tomorrow, and everyone got all partnered up while you were” – she pauses here – “out.”


“Let me guess,” I say. “I got Hitler’s youth. The new kid.”


She rolls her eyes and lets out a sigh.


“No,” she says, picking up her keys. “You’ve got Nicholas Bonavides. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


And with that, the wicked witch of the feast is gone, hurriedly off to feed her amazing figure before her weight drops a moonpie below 300 bills. I just stand there and stare at the empty room.


Nicholas fucking Bonavides. The damn retard and me. What a pair that’ll be. Shit, we’ve got a better chance of talking Anna Preston into a two-on-one gangbang than we do of pulling off culinary perfection.


I groan and head for my next class: another boring topic from another boring teacher while surrounded by another group of boring kids. Welcome to American society, baby, where the only savior from blessed monotony is the warm understanding that suicide is just a running engine and a closed garage door away.






###


Who in the fuck gets detention on his first day at a new school? That’s the thought that hounds me as I stare at Deuce’s bald cranium and neck tattoo later that afternoon. We’re among six people who’ve been invited to this little after-school suare, and I can’t help but to wonder how in the name of Aryan Nation he got in here so soon into his Cloverdale High career.


I drift in and out of sleep, doing anything I can to avoid cracking a book and making it look like I might be interested in doing some kind of homework. If I’m going to do the time, I’m going to do it on my own terms.


The only dream that sticks with me is the one where I’m crossing a dark street before a bus comes out of nowhere and starts heading my direction. Rather than jump out of the way of its headlights, I simply lie down and wait.


I awake to the sound of shuffling papers, as we’re being freed from our purgatory.


“See you tomorrow, Ricky,” the proctor says as I stand up and let out a yawn.


“Whatever.”


I’m heading toward the stop for the city bus when I hear an unfamiliar voice behind me.


“Yo.”


I stop, look back. It’s getting dark, but not too dark to miss the bald head that’s shining beneath the glow of the moon. As the kid named Deuce gets closer, I get a good look at him for the first time. He’s even taller than I thought, and has cat-like eyes and a few whiskers above his top lip.


“Hold up a sec,” he says, making no effort to pick up the pace of his saunter. When he gets up close, he gets really close. He’s just a few inches from me. “You Ricky, right?”


“Rick. Rick Duncan.”


“Rick. Yo. I’m Deuce.” I expect him to put his hand out or something, but he’s just standing there with his arms folded. “Lemme ax you a question,” he says. Just like that: ax. Like he’s black or something. Like he’s getting ready to roll with his Crip homies in the hood. Like the NAACP decided to start giving out memberships at White Pride rallies. “I ‘member you from Home Ec class,” he says.


It didn’t exactly sound like a question, but I answer anyway. “Yeah, that’s me.” My voice is a little more uneven than I expect. I take a step back, but he moves in even closer, close enough to kiss. He’s either one of those California homos you hear about, or he’s affiliated with some Nazi hate group that’s targeting short, white 16-year-olds.


“You that kid talkin’ all that shit to the teacher,” he says. I just nod and shove my hands in my pockets. “Let me ax you this.” Ask, motherfucker. The word is ask. “You talk real tough to old ladies. You supposed to be the school badass or somethin’?”


This time it is a question, yet I can’t think of the right answer. I tense up, ready for anything.


“I, uh,” I stutter. “I’m not really …”


Somehow, he finds a way to get even closer. His chin is touching my forehead.


“Well, let me tell you somethin’,” he says. “You don’t look so bad to me.” He spits, the sound of it whizzing over my head. “Dis’spectin’ a teacher. That ain’t bad, kid. That’s straight chickenshit. That’s grade school, homie.”


His breath smells like anchovies, although I don’t dare tell him that. Truth be told, he’s big enough to tear me in half with one hand. Shit, he’s big enough to rip me apart with his teeth.


“I wasn’t …” I’m out of words again. “It’s just that me and Mrs. Kaufcow, we don’t –“


“Shish,” he says, and I’m not sure whether he’s trying to shut me up or speaking some skinhead-turned-ghetto-homie language. Just like that, his hands are all up on my T-shirt. Not in a menacing way, but like he’s trying to pick the lint off it.


“I don’t like a lot of bullshit,” the kid who calls himself Deuce says. “Bullshit makes my stomach hurt. Do you like it when your stomach hurts?”


“Nah,” I say, although my mind is tossing around a series of comebacks that involve my insides clenching at the sight of his mama.


“Didn’t think so, Holmes.” He’s patting me on the chest now, softly but just hard enough that I have to brace myself from falling backward. “So don’t make my stomach hurt with any more of that bullshit, eh?” He stops touching me. I resist the urge to tell him they usually buy me dinner before copping a feel. “So why don’t you just stop being Mr. Tough Guy, Mr. Junior High Smartass, and just start acting like a man, bro?”


This is a rhetorical question, but I find myself answering it nonetheless.


“Yes,” I say, and almost add the word sir. A voice inside my head is telling me to throw the first punch, to throw it now before he’s ready for it, but I can’t bring myself to do it.


He steps back and reaches out his hand, a peace offering. I start to pull the right one out of my pocket. It’s so clammy that a penny is sticking to my skin. But before I can reach out and conclude our little chat with a NATO-like conclusion, he makes a move. All he does is snap his shoulders, but it happens so suddenly that I jump backward and trip over my own feet. I stumble onto the concrete, unfortunately avoiding hitting my head and bleeding to death once and for all.


“Just like I thought,” he says. “All bark, no bite.” He spits again, barely missing my head. “Pick your little bitch ass up.” And then he disappears into the night. If Deuce was a body part, he’d be an asshole. A big, hairy asshole with hemerrhoids all up inside.


I lie there for what must be almost a minute, doing what I do best: wishing I were fucking dead. Had I really just let that kid mind-fuck me like that? Without any pretense of resistance? Couldn’t I have at least stood up for myself? Couldn’t I have at least thrown a punch? The worst thing that could’ve happened would have been to get killed, and that’s what I’ve been wishing for since seventh grade anyway.

I realize at that moment what it must be like to get raped. To have someone bend you over, rip down your pants and underwear, and to enter you against your will. Turns out I’m the guy who wouldn’t have the balls to even squeeze my butt cheeks together.

The only thing that finally gets me to sit up is the sound of footsteps. I can feel myself shaking, but I’m ready to fight anyone and anything. I’m not going to get pushed around anymore, motherfucker.

“Are you okay?” an approaching shape asks in a concerned, obviously female, voice. “What did that boy do to you?”

As my eyes focus, I realize there are more than one of them – all dressed in grey sweatshirts and pleated skirts.

“Did that boy punch you?” one of them asks. I look down to see that my fists are balled.

“No,” I say softly. “No, I don’t think so. I just kind of … fell.”

“Were they fighting?” another voice inquires from the background.

“I think he just got scared.”

“Poor kid.”

“Who is he?”

“Some kid.” 

The running commentary continues. I feel about as big as an atom. 

“He’s okay,” the one in front says. 

“Let’s get out of here,” says another, her voice vaguely familiar. Oh shit. Anna Preston. I can’t see her, but I know it’s Anna Preston.

As they walk away, all I see is a jacket with “Cloverdale Tennis” printed across the back. All I hear is one female voice: “No, I think the other guy just scared him. I don’t know who they were.”

I lie back down and close my eyes. I feel the tears pushing their way through my eyelids. I haven’t cried since my parents got divorced. That was six years ago.





###

I can feel his glare burning a hole in the back of my head. The kid who calls himself Deuce is no longer sitting in the front of the Home Ec class, but somewhere near the rear, so now I’m left to imagine what the fuck he’s doing back there. Probably sharpening a knife or trying on his brass knuckles or some shit. Not that he would need any of it.

By the time Mrs. Kaufman splits us off into pairs, our final assignment ready to begin, I am relieved not to have to worry about Deuce jumping me from behind. He’s over on the other side of the room with some chick in a denim jacket, his eyes meeting mine several times. At one point, he puts a finger to his lips and winks at me.

I try to ignore him and struggle to maintain my focus on the assignment. I’m reading the cooking instructions to Nicholas Bonavides and hoping he doesn’t fuck it up. “No, one cup milk and two cups flour,” I’m saying, exasperated. I’m almost ready to sit the stupid fucker down and do it all myself.

When we’re finally done, when the soufflé is in the oven, I allow myself to glance over at Deuce. He’s staring at me with a smirk on his face: I fucked you last night, bitch, and you liked it. I wonder if there are special schools for people like him, too, and then I realize there are. They’re called prisons.

“Dickie! Dickie! Dickie!”

Nicholas. I look over at the mush-mouthed little prick and see panic on his face. He’s pointing at the oven, where smoke is rapidly escaping. I rush over to open it, only to find a dark, burnt paste smoking in a glass tray.

“Oh, my,” Mrs. Kaufman is saying. She’s over my left shoulder, looking on. “It appears that someone forgot the eggs.”

I look over at Nicholas. He’s still pointing with one hand, wiping at his eyes with the other. I walk over and put my hands on his shoulders.

“Fire!” he says. “Fire, Dickie, fire!”

“Calm down,” I say. “Just calm the fuck down for a second.”

“Fire. Fire, Dickie, fire.”

“It’s under control,” I say. I can feel the entire room looking at me. How come the only time I get attention is when I’m making a fucking ass of myself? Am I a goddamned car accident to all these people? “Nicholas, it’s fine. Calm down.”

“Fire.” He’s practically whispering now. He’s not pointing anymore. “No more fire?”

“No more fire,” I say, feeling like an older brother. “Now let me ask you something.” Ask, motherfucker, not ax. “Nicholas, did you put the eggs in the soufflé? Did you put the eggs in the soufflé when I asked you to?”

He looks at me quizzically. I can hear a few snickers from behind me. I repeat myself slowly, as if talking to a foreigner.

“Did … you … put … the … eggs … in?”

“Eggs?” he says. “You seh eggs?” The entire room erupts in laughter. I can hear that asshole Deuce laughing the loudest. I turn around and see that they’re all howling, all perfect teeth and toned guffaws. Even Nicholas is laughing now. If this classroom was a school dance, I’d be the motherfucker who forgot to wear his pants.

As I look around the room, I see the most clear vision I’ve ever imagined: each of them pinned up against the wall with blood trickling from holes in their foreheads. 

Mrs. Kaufman has her arm around Nicholas, telling him that everything’s okay. She asks us to take our seats, and from there I just sit and watch the rest of the class finish the project. Afterward, Mrs. Kaufman passes out grades, informing me that I got a D-plus for the effort.

“Fuck,” I say. “I’m going to have to go to summer school.”

“Watch the language, Ricky.”

I look at Nicholas. He’s just grinning and bobbing. How the fuck do you forget to put eggs in a soufflé? If Nicholas had a Siamese twin, he’d be connected to a wooden post right now.

I look at my grade again, wondering if I’ll have to repeat the 10th grade because some brainless pipsqueak forgot the eggs.

The thought sticks with me for the rest of the day, my mind lost in a swirl. I’m so out of it that I don’t even notice Deuce waiting for me outside the detention room after school.

“Smooth move, Ex Lax,” he says with a sinister smile. “You looked like a real genius in Home Ec class.” He laughs. I ball up my fists in my pockets, ready to finish this once and for all. “Do me a favor and don’t piss me off in detention,” he adds, “because I’m in a shitty mood and wouldn’t mind kicking somebody’s ass.” He’s smiling again. His teeth are pointy. His breath still smells like anchovies. I flinch my fists but can’t seem to pull them out of my pockets.

“Cat got your tongue?” he asks, then laughs again. A group of senior guys are watching us on one side, a few girls my age on the other. I want nothing more than to punch Deuce in his fucking teeth, but I just can’t seem to do it. He’s bigger than me, tougher than me and meaner than me. Shit, he’s been here less than two days, and he’s probably already got more friends than I do.

I turn around and start walking. 

“You’re gonna be late for detention,” he calls out to me as I walk toward the bus. “Not that anyone would notice. I think life can go on without Ricky Duncan.” He laughs again, then adds: “Later, bitch. Tell your mama I’ll be over tonight.” 

His laugh makes my stomach hurt. He’d been right: it doesn’t feel good when your stomach hurts.

The eyes of Cloverdale High stay on me as I walk through the commons and onto the bus. My hands are still in my pockets. I sit down and feel the tears start to well again. Whoever the Einstein was that said high school was the best time of your life sure as shit never set foot in this high school.

I’ve got this simmering pot of disgust burning though my entire body, begging to boil over. It’s like my bladder is full and there’s no place to piss.

The first person I see when I get on the bus is Anna Preston, who like everyone else in this godforsaken place, seems oblivious to my very existence. She’s yakking with some prissy redhead near the back and doesn’t even look up when I take my seat in front of her. She doesn’t stop talking until you-know-who gets on the bus.

“Hi, Nicholas,” she says in that fake falsetto of hers. The very sound of it makes me cringe.
“Hi, Anna, hi. Hope you had a good day, Anna.”

I watch him waddle down the aisle, trying to figure out why the fuck he’s been more accepted than I have. Is it that stupid smile? The goofy haircut? Is it as simple as the fact that he’s too dumb to piss anyone off?

I used to have a theory about popularity, that all it takes for people to like you is a pretty face or a rich daddy or some kind of athletic prowess. But then I met Nicholas Bonavides, who seems to be loved by everyone despite not having any of these things. Now I realize that all it takes to be loved is a dopey smile and the ability to laugh at people’s jokes. Just giggle like a chimp, and everyone will think you’re adorable. That’s all it takes. Some can fake it all the way through life, while others – like Nicholas Bonavides – are just too fucked-up to know any better.

When he sees me, sitting there in front of Anna Preston, he launches into his painfully predictable routine.

“Hi, Dickie, hi,” he says. I groan and crack the knuckles of my balled fists, which are still buried in my pockets. “Sorry ‘bout eggs, Dickie. Sorry ‘bout eggs.”

“It’s okay,” I offer, still trying to get the thought of Deuce’s sinister smile out of my head. “No sweat.”

Nicholas sits down in the six inches of space next to me, even though I’ve made extreme assurances to leave no room for anyone else in the seat.

“Eggs,” he says, giggling. “Who knew eggs?”

I scoot over and keep my gaze toward the front of the bus.

“Obviously not you,” I offer. “Look, I told you not to sweat it. It’s over. At least we didn’t fail. You know, there are plenty of empty seats up –“

“No fail,” he says, giggling. “At least we no fail.” He pulls a piece of paper out of his pocket and carefully begins unfolding it. I pray that it’s a transfer request for some School for the Looney over on the east side of the state. “No fail,” he says again, grinning and pointing. I see Mrs. Kaufcow’s handwriting on the creased paper. She’s got some comments about being careful to follow directions next time and a smiley face below that. Where there’s a space for a grade on today’s final project, she’s scribbled in: “B+.”

I pull my hand from my pocket, snatch the paper from his stubby little sausage fingers and hold it closer to my face.

“B-plus?” I say out loud. I reach across Nicholas to show the paper to some skinny little douchebag in the seat next to us. “Does that look like a D or a B to you?” I ask.

“Looks like a B-plus,” the skinny kid says.

“Fuck.”

“No fail,” Nicholas says. “No fail, Dickie, no fail.”

“Rick,” I say, turning to him. “My fucking name is Rick.” My voice is louder than I’d expected. I notice that Anna Preston has finally shut up. The rest of the bus also seems to be in a hush. “R-I-C-K … Rick. It’s not that hard, Mongoloid.”

“Hey,” says the red-headed girl next to Anna, but I ignore her and crumple up the paper.

“You got a fucking B-plus on the same goddamn assignment as me, while I got a D-plus,” I say, my fingers inches from Nicholas’s face. “You don’t even understand, do you?”

“Dickie mad! Dickie mad!” He’s laughing.

“You fucked up the whole thing, yet you get the better grade! What the fuck is wrong with this world?”

“No fail, Dickie. No – “

SMACK!

Without any premeditation, I’ve slapped him across the face. Hard. And it feels good. His smile is gone now, his wide eyes staring in wonder. The entire bus has fallen silent. After sixteen years watching from the audience, I’m finally on center stage.
I hit him again, this time with a fist. His nose starts bleeding. His eyes continue to stare in amazement: more animal than human being. Only this animal doesn’t have any fangs.

“Fucking mental midget,” I say, my other fist connecting with the side of his unprotected head. He makes no effort to block my punches, which continue to surprise not only him but also me. “How’s it feel, shit-for-brains? How’s it feel?”

Nicholas never cries, he just falls over into the aisle between the seats and starts to frolic on the floor. His arms are waving, his body flopping. Fucking weirdo. I slip out of the seat and stand over him, but get tackled into my seat by several people before I can continue. Through the arms and legs and bookbags, I see beautiful blond hair covering Nicholas.

“Stop!” Anna Preston is screaming. “Stop, you animal!”

“Me?” I scream back, two or three bodies atop me. “I’m the animal?”

“Oh, my god!” she screams. “He’s having a seizure! Someone call 9-1-1.”

They’re holding me down, but I can see her staring at me. It’s the first time she’s ever really looked at me, the first time she’s seen me, as far as I can remember. Nicholas is just below her, foamy spit bubbling on his lips.

“What are you?” she scolds. “You asshole! How could you? He’s just a …”

I sit up, although they’ve got me pinned to the side of the bus. I’m looking down at her now, looking down at her and Nicholas.

“He’s just a what?” I ask. “Huh? What is he?”

“Somebody shut him up!” she screams. Then she looks back at Nicholas. “Oh my god, he’s going to die. Somebody do something?”

“What is he?” I ask. “Answer the fucking question.”

“Don’t die,” she’s whispering. “Please, don’t die. Did someone call an ambulance?”

“He’s gonna die?” I say. “He’s gonna fucking die? Well, what about me? What if I die? Would anybody notice? Why doesn’t anyone care if I die?”

“Somebody call the cops,” she says. “This asshole is crazy.”

The hands on my arms start squeezing harder.

“You don’t even know my name, Anna Preston. You don’t even know my fucking name.” I try to pull free, but their grips only get stronger. “Maybe if I drooled a little bit. Maybe if I talked like a shithead and giggled and flopped and acted like a retard. Is that what it takes?”

She’s crying now. Crying and slapping at Nicholas’s cheeks. Nobody else is doing much of anything except holding my arms.

“This is so fucked up,” I say, laughing without finding much humor in the situation. “I’m gonna kill myself someday, and you’ll all be telling the TV cameras that we were all friends back at Cloverdale High School. You’ll all be saying remember when. And little Dippy Dipshit here is still gonna be acting like a 10-year-old in his parents’ fucking basement. Doesn’t anybody understand?”

“Somebody shut him up!” Anna screams. She’s trying to get her fingers in Nicholas’s mouth. His face is purple, and he’s got blood coming from his nose and mouth.

“WHY DOESN’T ANYONE CARE?” I scream, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in the nurse’s office while two cops stare down at me.






###

Here’s what’s really fucked up about the whole thing. Nicholas Bonavides is back in school two days later, while I’m being driven to some mental hospital for evaluation.

“I’m not a goddamn nutcase,” I’m saying, but the two suits in the front seat seem to be too preoccupied with the road to acknowledge my presence. “I’m normal, you know.”

We continue to ride in silence. It’s a comfortable place for me, seeing as how I’ve been largely ignored for the first sixteen years of my life. 
I lean back in the seat and watch the landscape go by. Fields and flatness and an occasional farm. Out here, things are all backwards. Out here, a normal kid might be seen as an idiot.

 “Let me ask you something,” I say, although it’s still unclear whether anyone is listening. “If I’m so fucking flawed, how come no one’s ever come rushing to my aid? How come nobody’s every cared before?”

They don’t have an answer. No one does. They just keep staring out the window, lost in their pretend reality. If this car ride was a forest, they’d be the trees.

I’d be the eagle preparing to spread its wings.

I don’t know why it surprises me that Frick and Frack are silent, that they’re oblivious to the human being sitting two feet behind them, separated only by a thin, plexi-glass partition. Why should I be affected just because they’re treating me like I’m an invisible bacteria, or at best, a wasp that’s been caught under a picnic cup? Really, they’re just treating me like … well, like everyone else treats me.

Someone once told me that you can be anything you want to be if you really put your mind to it. What kind of shit is that? You’re not who you try to be or even who you think you might be. It’s how people react to you that makes you exactly who you are. And the worst thing you can be, the absolute worst thing, is to be no one at all.

Maybe things could have been different if one motherfucker – just one – acted like he had cared. Maybe all I needed was someone to talk to, someone to joke with, someone to just hold me accountable.

Maybe if one of those fake smiles had been intended for me, then maybe none of this would have happened.

But the only person who ever seemed to acknowledge my very existence was a pencil-dicked retard who just didn’t know any better.

Stupid little prick. If he was in this car, I’d punch the buck-toothed shit-for-brains again.
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