
 
 

 Monday’s lunch looked like it consisted of the stuff they couldn’t fit in the 
dumpster behind the cafeteria after school ended on Friday. I’m not even kidding. 
On Friday, the main lunch option was hamburgers and tater tots, as if fried 
potatoes actually count as a vegetable. What was sitting on my plate was some 
type of hot dish, with tater tots on top for the crust. There’s no point in trying to 
tell me that the lunch ladies didn’t keep the leftover tots from Friday and then 
decide to get creative on Monday. 
 Typically, Mrs. Jacobson—the principal’s assistant—posts the lunch menu 
for the entire week on the bulletin board at the main entrance every Monday 
morning. All of the students arriving for the start of a brand-new week walk right 
by it and can check out what to expect at lunch each day for the next five days. 
However, Mrs. Jacobson had gotten careless with this one aspect of her job.  
 On the first Monday when there wasn’t a menu on the bulletin board, I 
figured she had simply forgotten. As the days went by, then the weeks, and our 
lunches got stranger and less appetizing, I realized Mrs. Jacobson wasn’t derelict 
in her duties. The students of A.M. Whitemane High School simply weren’t going 
to be provided a menu any longer.  
 Instead, the lunch ladies had most likely been instructed to get creative 
with providing hot, nutritious meals to the student body each day. Budget cuts 
or something, probably. Like the arts, making sure students had enough fuel to 
actually make their brains work wasn’t a priority for Administration any longer. 
We have a really nice football stadium, though. They built a shrine to former all-
star athletes in the hall that leads to the gymnasium, too. So, things will be fine. 
 I’m being sarcastic, obviously. 
 To Hell with athletics, football stadiums, football players who have worked 
at local car dealerships since graduating high school twenty years ago, and to 
Hell with hot dish. We used to have great lunches at our school. Nothing that 
you’d see in a fancy French restaurant or anything, but they were good. Meat, 
veggies, grains, some dairy or fat. Well-balanced and yummy, and always hot—
unless it was something that wasn’t supposed to be hot.  



 I tried to write an exposé about it for The Word Around Whitemane, but Ms. 
Tabatabai, our advisor for the aforementioned school paper, talked me out of it. 
At first, I was pretty frustrated with having my journalistic integrity 
compromised—there was a real issue to be addressed—but I finally realized she 
had been right. It would have only caused trouble and put a target on my back.  
 Like, last year, one of the kids at Whitmer Central—the high school on the 
other side of town—had written a blog post about the principal not allowing an 
LGBTQ-plus student union. The shit really hit the fan. Rumors spread like warm 
Nutella, and the kid, like, dropped off the face of the Earth for a long time. People 
were speculating that death threats from some secret union for principals had 
forced him into the Witness Protection Program or something. 
 Nothing is really that exciting here, though. Turned out the kid was being 
homeschooled for a while. When he came back to school, the LGBTQ-plus 
student union was allowed, the kid did something with his hair that shocked 
everyone, and he started dating another dude in his class. The whole thing was 
even on CNN at one point. The blog post part. I don’t think they did a piece on 
his new relationship or anything. Though, that would have been cool. I guess. 
 All of it seems ridiculous when you consider A.M. Whitemane High School 
has had an LGBTQ-plus student union for three years. I guess we’re more 
progressive since we’re a few miles away or something? I go to the meetings 
sometimes, but it has basically devolved into a hook-up club. The few queer kids 
in school can’t decide who’s dating who on any given day. They draw straws or 
something, I imagine? I guess that’s life in high school when you’re queer and 
your options are limited. It’s not really my scene. They have cookies and punch 
pretty often, though, so sometimes I go for my sugar fix and to sip the tea. Gotta 
keep up with my queer soap opera, after all.  
 Basically, what I’m saying is—that’s been the biggest thing to happen in 
this town. Ever. Well, probably. Okay. Probably not, but it was pretty spicy stuff 
for a few months. People still mention it sometimes and it’s been almost a year 
since it all went down. So, it was clear to me that if that kid could stir up such 
a frenzy by merely standing up for LGBTQ-plus students’ rights, my queer ass 
writing about the cafeteria food would be apocalyptic.  
 Ohhhhh, the homosexual is too good for tater tot casserole? Who does he 
think he is? He’s probably a…GASP…vegan. 
 No, thank you. I don’t need that kind of theater in my life. Broadway or 
nothing at all is my motto. Having CNN run a national piece on me for being 
uppity about lunchroom food is not one of my long-term goals.  
 So, three thousand words written by Ryan Offsteader—that’s me—about 
the subpar lunches did not show up in the school newspaper. Instead, I wrote 
what was, in my mind, a dazzling list of Broadway musicals my fellow students 



should know about and why they should know about them. Ms. Tabatabai 
thought it was excellent. My fellow students gave me crap about it for weeks, 
obviously. In a jovial way. I wasn’t bullied or anything. Though, I guess when 
someone teases you about something that is so entrenched in gay culture, it 
could easily go either way. I’m pretty sure everyone would have also teased a 
straight kid for liking musicals, though. Regardless, I didn’t end up on CNN or 
in the Witness Protection Program. No teachers’ union came for me. 
 The whole thing didn’t bother me much, to be honest. People are allowed 
to think I’m weird or call me a stereotype for loving musicals. The teasing was 
mostly in fun, anyway. No one here is really all that homophobic or, if they are, 
they’re not exactly vocal about it. It’s probably the only thing about me that 
makes people think I’m gay automatically anyway. So, it’s fine. The token gay 
kid who loves musical theater is fine with it. 
 Watching. Not participating. I can’t sing. I’m not in drama club or choir or 
anything like that. I have two left feet and a singing voice that would make an 
enraged possum envious. 
 Okay, so obviously I’m not the only gay kid in the entire school. 
Statistically, that simply doesn’t figure. We have the LGBTQ-plus student union 
as proof, after all. I guess I’m just more open about it outside of the club than 
everyone else. I’m not a walking Gay Pride Parade or anything, but I don’t hide 
my sexuality. Coming out of the closet was stressful enough. Pretending I was 
something I wasn’t didn’t seem like a choice after that. 
 “Hey.” Jules waved her hand in front of my face. “Are you going to eat your 
hot dish or what?” 
 Shaking my head clear of thoughts, and not quite managing, I looked at 
her through bleary eyes. I still hadn’t fully woken up and we were more than 
halfway through the school day. Jules gave me a questioning look, then pointed 
at my tray. I glanced down at the half-full tray. 
 I’d eaten my green beans, the fruit salad, but had left the hot dish.  
 I removed my water bottle from the tray and nudged it at her, its slick 
plastic bottom sliding along the smooth top of the lunch table easily. 
 “Thanks,” she said as she pushed a few loose braids back over her 
shoulder dramatically. 
 With a nod, I went back to daydreaming. 
 I really needed to get my head in the game. Early morning classes are 
always easy—history, P.E, computer science, and trigonometry. Afternoon 
classes—English, chemistry, and Spanish are always the worst. It’s probably 
because my brain is so numb after lunch that I automatically reject all things 
educational after a certain point in the day. Regardless of the reason, I needed 
to focus so that I didn’t mess things up. 



 Ruining my afternoon by doing poorly in my final three classes would only 
make me grumpy for Journalism Club. Ms. Tabatabai was usually fairly 
permissive if we were all dragging tail once the final bell rang. She wasn’t too 
much of a taskmaster, but she still liked for us to give close to the same energy 
in Journalism Club as we’d give in a class that counted toward our GPAs. 
 “Is it just me,” Liam asked, waking me from my dream with a nudge to my 
ribs with his elbow, “or are they feeding us from the dumpster?” 
 I smirked as a way of agreeing but said nothing. 
 “Someone wrestled this away from a raccoon, for sure,” Elijah was picking 
at his hot dish on the opposite side of the table from Liam. 
 My smirk turned into a grin. 
 “Y’all are just picky,” Aubrey was stuffing her fork into her mouth. “It’s not 
that bad.” 
 Liam and Elijah scowled at her. 
 “You can have mine.” Daniel pushed his tray at her. “I can’t eat this crap. 
Your skinny ass needs it more than I do anyway.” 
 “Boy, you’re so skinny you use Chapstick as deodorant,” Aubrey nudged 
his tray back at him.  
 Liam and Elijah howled. Jules continued to eat, ignoring them. 
 “You’re so skinny your momma still isn’t sure she gave birth.” Daniel 
lobbed back at her. 
 More howling from Liam and Elijah attracted attention from nearby tables, 
but most of the student body was used to us. Our table got a little raucous at 
lunchtime, and it was not uncommon for one of the teachers to show up and 
remind us to “tone it down.” Of course, it was all in good fun—our fooling 
around—but my friends definitely raised the decibels in the cafeteria from time 
to time. 
 The one thing that wasn’t all in good fun was Daniel and Aubrey going at 
each other about how skinny they both were. Sure, both of them were slim, but 
commenting on it was wrong for a few reasons. One, body shaming—regardless 
of the body in question—is not okay. Two, Jules was the only one in our group 
who wasn’t average size or smaller. She wasn’t exactly fat or anything, but she 
had boobs and hips, and I knew the constant jokes about being “too skinny” 
from our friends bothered her.  
 Jules ignored the joking for the most part, but every now and then I’d catch 
her side-eying our friends. Body shaming was definitely not a pastime she 
appreciated. Furthermore, I couldn’t help but wonder if she wasn’t a bit 
concerned that the jokes would be turned on her if she spoke up. So, she didn’t. 
That had to really make her blood boil, being afraid of speaking up when I knew 
she wanted to do it. 



 “Y’all need to be worried about your personalities,” I said, finally. “Verbally 
assaulting your boyfriend or girlfriend doesn’t make you interesting.” 
 Liam and Elijah made “ooooooh” sounds. They couldn’t let things go. Out 
of the corner of my eye, I saw Jules glance at me appreciatively. 
 “Look who’s feisty today,” Daniel leaned forward to look past Liam. “You 
start shedding the lining of your vagina today, Ry-Guy?” 
 I rolled my eyes. 
 “Uterus, dumbass.” Aubrey snorted. 
 “What?” Daniel turned to her. 
 “Girls don’t shed the lining from their vagina when they’re on their period. 
It’s the lining of their uterus. It comes out of our vaginas,” Aubrey said, her eyes 
rolling fantastically backward. 
 “Whatever,” Daniel said. “So, Ry-Guy? You bleeding out your bergina or 
what?” 
 “Vagina!” Aubrey exclaimed loudly. 
 Mrs. Hopkins’ head jerked around to look at our table from where she was 
posted up, watching everyone from the corner of the cafeteria by the entrance to 
the lunch line. 
 “Shhhhh.” I silenced them. “Mrs. Hopkins is going to come make us all 
bleed from every orifice if you two don’t stop.” 
 Everyone glanced toward the corner of the cafeteria. Mrs. Hopkins was 
glaring at our table. 
 “Real smooth, guys,” I said. 
 They all gave her apologetic smiles and turned their attention back to their 
lunches. Except Daniel. Of course. 
 “You still haven’t answered me, buddy,” Daniel said, jabbing me verbally. 
“Your vagina seepin’ or what?” 
 “Can we not talk about this anymore?” Liam asked with an upturned nose. 
 “He’s gay,” Jules said finally. “Not a girl. There’s a difference, Danny Boy.” 
 The “Danny Boy” part was a nice touch, if I was grading my friend’s retort. 
 “Furthermore—” Jules continued. 
 “Uh-oh.” Elijah chuckled nervously. 
 “—that’s a good thing or you’d be trying to stick your hand up his shirt 
every chance you got, you pervert,” she said. 
 I cackled. 
 “Nah,” Daniel laughed at the joke, “I got my girl right here.” 
 He reached across the table, only to have Aubrey slap his hand away. 
Apparently, being Daniel’s girlfriend and wanting to admit it were two separate 
issues. 
 I respected that. 



 “Ryan can have you,” Aubrey snapped, though she was only teasing. “’Bout 
tired of your foolishness anyway.” 
 “Awww, baby,” Daniel cooed. “You know I love you like no other.” 
 Everyone, including Aubrey, rolled their eyes. Not that Daniel couldn’t be 
an okay guy, but he was laying it on thick. We all laughed at the fact we all had 
the same reaction. Even Daniel laughed along with us. 
 Those were my friends. Never taking anything too seriously. 
 Luckily, before Aubrey and Daniel could exchange more barbs or start 
throwing tots at each other—which, obviously, wouldn’t have been out of 
character for them—the warning bell rang. The noisiest of the bunch, meaning 
Liam, Elijah, Aubrey, and Daniel, gathered up our trays and headed to the bins 
by the lunch line to return them to be cleaned. Jules and I let our friends take 
care of our trays, glad to have some peace and quiet. Well, as much peace and 
quiet as two people can have in a high school cafeteria in the middle of the day. 
 Jules laced an arm through the crook of my elbow as we walked out of the 
cafeteria and one of her boobs decided to use my arm as a rest. I looked down at 
her boob and then looked at Jules, one of my eyebrows raising on its own. Jules 
merely shrugged, making no effort to lift her tit off of my arm. It didn’t 
particularly bother me, but I felt it was a form of intimate contact that was lost 
on me. A complete waste. Daniel would have loved it. 
 Having left lunch while everyone was scrambling to return their trays, the 
hallway leading away from the cafeteria was fairly empty. Only a few students 
dashed by us, rushing to get to their next class. For as well laid out as A.M. 
Whitemane is, the cafeteria situation is ridiculous. One hallway led into and out 
of the cafeteria that hundreds of students dined in each day. When you have 
that many students trying to get fed, then trying to get to their next class after 
eating, it can turn into a mess quickly. 
 Whenever we could, Jules and I left the cafeteria as soon as the warning 
bell rang. Most of the student body had a tendency to linger, chatting and 
cracking jokes until Mrs. Hopkins shooed them all out. Jules and I always tried 
to be out of the cafeteria hallway and well on our way to English before Mrs. 
Hopkins lost her cool with the rest of the student body. 
 “Sorry,” I said once we exited the cafeteria hall into the main hall. “They’re 
kind of thoughtless sometimes.” 
 “All the time,” Jules said. “Skinny bitches.” 
 I chuckled. “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 “I’m sorry about your bergina situation.” 
 “Watch it.” 
 Jules waved me off with her free hand. 



 “Stop apologizing for them,” she said. “Us big girls and gay guys gotta stick 
together.” 
 “I guess.” 
 “So,” Jules began brightly, “did you do the essay for Ms. Tabatabai?” 
 I scowled at Jules as we turned by the library to enter the English hall. 
 “Oh, come on,” she said with a nudge to my side. 
 “Of course, I did the essay,” I said. “I’m assuming, like usual, you chose to 
put it off until you park your bumper in class?” 
 Jules gave me a goofy smile, all of her teeth showing and clenched, as she 
looked up at me comically. I rolled my eyes at her, but a chuckle escaped my 
mouth. Ms. Tabatabai always gave us a one-page essay assignment every Friday 
in English. They always had a theme, like, what our favorite vacation was and 
why, your favorite book or movie or song, why we would or wouldn’t want to be 
President one day—those kinds of things. During Monday’s class we were all 
expected to turn our essay into her as we left class. 
 Jules always wrote her essay in class on Mondays while Ms. Tabatabai 
gave her lecture on whatever we were learning that day. It wasn’t a great method 
for getting her essay done, but Jules never failed to pound hers out during the 
forty minutes Ms. Tabatabai lectured each Monday afternoon. Though it always 
gave me anxiety to watch Jules scribbling away furiously at the desk next to me, 
it didn’t really affect me in any way. So, I never gave her too much crap about 
her belief that weekends should never be used for writing essays. However, Jules 
had been doing the same thing in Ms. Tabatabai’s classes for our entire high 
school lives. How she continued to get away with it was beyond me.  
 Homework on the weekends was not something to which Jules gave much 
credence. Weekends were for laziness and having fun, and no homework, 
regardless of how it counted toward her grade, would keep her from her fun. It 
had become a common theme during our senior year. Ms. Tabatabai assigned 
an essay on Friday and I dutifully wrote mine during the weekend. Jules put 
hers off until Monday. As the two of us walked to English after lunch each 
Monday, Jules always asked me if I’d written mine. The answer was always the 
same. But she never stopped asking the question. 
 Jules slipped her arm out of the crook of my elbow and dislodged her tit 
from my arm as we stopped outside of Ms. Tabatabai’s class. Her timing was 
impeccable since we both had to leap out of the way as Connor Payne zipped 
between us to get into English. 
 “Sorry!” He managed to say as he narrowly avoided colliding with us. 
 “Fool!” Jules spat through the door as he slid into his desk recklessly, 
nearly tipping it and himself over into the floor. “We’ve still got six minutes!” 
 “Jules!” Ms. Tabatabai warned her. 



 Jules shrugged. “Sorry.” 
 Ms. Tabatabai shook her head with a smile. She obviously agreed with 
Jules that Connor needed to settle down, but she couldn’t rightfully let students 
insult each other in her presence. Jules had apologized, and Connor had been 
in the wrong, so Ms. Tabatabai wasn’t going to make a big deal about it.  
 “We still on for Friday night?” Jules asked casually as we leaned against 
the wall on either side of the door outside of class. 
 “What’s Friday?” I asked. 
 “Horror movie marathon?” Jules gave an annoyed groan. “Two excellent, 
two horrible?” 
 Nodding along, I remembered the promise I’d made to watch a selection of 
great and not-so-great horror movies with my best friend. 
 “Oh, yeah,” I said simply. “Yeah. We’re still on. I should be able to make it 
if I can cancel that hot date I had planned.” 
 Jules snorted. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll plan to see you on Friday then.” 
 I scowled at her again. 
 “It could happen.” 
 “Sure,” she said. “Mine or yours?” 
 “Yours,” I said, ignoring her jab. “Dad’s been on a ‘let’s do guy things’ kick 
lately.” 
 “Your dad, man.” She smiled at me. “He’s still doing that?” 
 As though my dad was the most inconveniencing factor in my entire life, I 
nodded solemnly.  
 My father, one of the greatest men in the world, liked to do “guy things” 
with me far too often. It wasn’t because I was gay and he was trying to “fix” me 
or anything. It was because we were both guys. By “guy things” he didn’t 
necessarily mean activities that were traditionally labeled as “male” or “female” 
by the patriarchy that ignored most of the gender spectrum, either. It simply 
meant that he wanted the two of us to do things together. A far better label for it 
would have been “Guy Time,” since we both identified as male. However, since 
Dad had actually gone with me to see a Taylor Swift concert once for “Guy Time,” 
and was open to my ideas, I let it slide. 
 A dad who only wanted to spend time with me, yet maybe was lacking in 
inoffensive terminology, was something with which I couldn’t find much fault. 
 “If we watch movies at my house, you know he’s going to find a way to be 
involved,” I said. 
 “It’s kind of sweet,” Jules said with a shrug, but I knew she agreed. 
 “Yeah.” I relented. “But this is our thing. Not yours, mine, and Dad’s.” 
 “Fair. As long as we’re still on?” 
 I nodded. 



 She held her fist out to me and I bumped hers with mine, my copper skin 
tapping against her mahogany skin with the soft, yet distinctive, sound of flesh 
meeting flesh. A stream of students was steadily pouring into Ms. Tabatabai’s 
class between us, so Jules and I ducked into the line of bodies and hurried into 
the room. We both had barely slid into our seats, side-by-side in the two front 
seats in the third and fourth rows, when the bell rang again. 
 Just in time. Like always. The process of leaving the cafeteria, walking 
leisurely to English, and getting into our seats in the nick of time was an art form 
for us. One which we would have gotten high marks in if it was an actual subject 
taught at A.M. Whitemane. The two of us might have actually been in the running 
for co-valedictorians if that were the case. Alas, our skills were such that we 
made honor roll but posed no real threat to the students fighting for top dog 
tooth and nail. 
 Rustling of backpacks being stowed under seats, the thumping of books 
on desktops, and the clicking of pens and sounds of ripping papers filled the 
room briefly. Ms. Tabatabai patiently waited for the din to die down. Typically, 
as everyone was settling in for their first class after lunch, Ms. Tabatabai would 
take her time turning on the interactive whiteboard system. She’d pull up the 
lesson we were about to learn, grab her interactive pen, and then class would 
begin. The fact that she hadn’t moved away from her desk worried me. 
 Once everyone quieted down, and all eyes were aimed at the front for our 
teacher, she smiled at all of us. 
 “All right, ladies and gentlemen,” she said brightly. “Let’s turn in our 
weekend essays.” 
 My eyes grew wide in horror, but an amused snort forced its way out of 
me. 
 “Shut up,” Jules whisper-hissed at me. 
 Ms. Tabatabai smiled brightly at Jules. 
 It had only taken three and a half years, but the jig was up. Jules had a 
pretty good run. 
  



 
 

 Jules slammed her locker shut, spun around, and slumped against the 
cool metal in a huff. Leisurely, I stowed the books I didn’t need to take home with 
me in my locker. Ms. Tabatabai’s change of structure in English after lunch had 
left Jules in a foul mood for the final two classes of the day. Unfortunately, we 
shared both classes, so, while Ms. Tabatabai had lit the fuse, I was the one who 
had to deal with the fireworks.  
 Chemistry and Spanish were lit up like the Fourth of July. My best friend 
grumbled and mumbled and snapped her way through another two hours of our 
school day like someone had stolen her winning lottery ticket. Though I wanted 
to sympathize with Jules for basically getting a zero on her essay—it’s hard to 
get anything but a zero if you don’t have anything to turn in—it was her own 
fault. I’d been telling her for months that she needed to start being more 
responsible with her weekend English essay. Ms. Tabatabai was lenient for the 
most part, but she was no fool. Eventually, I knew she’d get tired of watching 
Jules scribble away at her desk on Monday afternoons while she tried to do her 
lecture.  
 “She did that on purpose,” Jules said. “Just because I called Connor a fool. 
Power trip. That’s all that was.” 
 “Give it a rest, girl. She couldn’t have done that if you had gone ahead and 
done your assignment.” 
 “Whose side are you on?” Jules snapped. 
 “Yours. And Ms. Tabatabai’s. You’ve been getting away with that crap 
forever, so I don’t know why she decided to make an example of you. But—” 
 “That’s what it was! She was making an example of me! 
That’s…harassment or something, right? She was singling me out!” 
 I laughed. 
 “She targeted me, Ryan. That’s, like, some Geneva Convention shit.” 
 “I guess high school in America can be considered ‘armed conflict,’” I said, 
“but I don’t think the Geneva Convention will apply. You’re screwed.” 
 Jules slumped against her locker. 



 “I wouldn’t know who to contact to make a complaint anyway.” 
 “Any state, an international court, or The United Nations,” I said as I closed 
my locker. “Do you pay attention in any class?” 
 Jules pushed away from her locker with a groan and followed me down the 
hall. “Retaining stuff like that is pointless. I study the night before every test. I 
do fine.” 
 “Imagine your grades if you actually tried.” 
 “Get off my junk, all right? It’s only Monday.” 
 With a chuckle, I draped an arm over Jules’ shoulders as we walked down 
the hall. She reached up to hold my hand lightly. 
 “Just skip Journalism Geek Squad and hang out with me,” Jules said. 
“Defy the power, Ryan.” 
 “Ms. Tabatabai doesn’t need to be mad at both of us,” I said. “So don’t try 
to pull me into that mess with you.” 
 “Mess?” Jules scoffed. “I’ve never been messy in my entire life!” 
 The two of us side-eyed each other before bursting out in peals of laughter. 
As we approached the Arts hall and Jules yanked her arm free of mine, her 
laughter didn’t abate. She gave me a quick wave and pushed her way out one of 
the glass front doors of the school. Sighing, I pulled my eyes away from her 
disappearing form and ducked into the Arts hall. I could already hear the voices 
of my fellow club members drifting down from the far end of the hall as I pulled 
my backpack more tightly up on my shoulder and trudged along the lonely 
corridor. 
 Down in the meeting room, all of my fellow club members were acting out 
the mating rituals of Capuchins. So, it was a pretty standard day in the 
journalism meeting room. Ben Sanderson—prodigious nerd, yet self-proclaimed 
“ladies’ man”—was leaning over the table where Jillian Pascal was trying to 
ignore him while she wrote in her notebook. Barry Westbrook and Marcia Carver 
were minding their own business, getting a head start on their homework while 
we waited for Ms. Tabatabai to start our meeting. Davud Hasani was seated at 
the small round table at the front of the room, his nose in a book, per usual. 
 As was typical, I joined Davud at the front of the room and slid into the 
chair across the table from him. When I’d first joined Journalism Club during 
my freshman year, the group of students writing for The Word Around Whitemane 
numbered ten. Over three and a half years, as members graduated and few 
students showed interest in joining, our club began to shrink. Of the six of us 
left, Davud, Jillian, and I were all set to graduate at the end of the year. I had to 
wonder if the Journalism Club would manage to stay afloat while Ms. Tabatabai 
desperately searched for new members. 



 I pushed that out of my mind. It wasn’t really my business to worry about. 
Not that I’d hated my high school experience, but other than my friends, there 
wasn’t much about A.M. Whitemane that I’d miss after I walked across the stage 
and received my diploma. 
 Stowing my backpack on the floor to the side and out of the way, I extended 
my foot and nudged the right wheel of Davud’s chair. Like every other day, Davud 
had forgotten to put the brakes on his wheelchair and he rolled back from the 
table a few inches, his book falling from his hands to the table below. The 
resounding “thump” made everyone else give us a glance, but they all quickly 
returned their noses to their own business. Davud looked up at me, his face 
scrunched up in unfocused annoyance. 
 “Every day, Ryan?” He sighed. 
 “You keep forgetting the brakes, man,” I said with a grin. 
 Davud rolled his eyes and reached down to roll himself back up to the 
table before setting his brakes. Quickly, he went about finding where he’d lost 
his place in his book, used the front flyleaf as a bookmark, and closed the book. 
Lacing his arms atop the cover, he stared blankly across the table at me. I stared 
back. 
 “Well?” He asked after a few moments. 
 “’Well,’ what?” 
 “Did you watch it?” 
 I rolled my eyes. “It wasn’t even that good, D. I mean—” 
 “Are you messing with me right now?” He asked as he shifted in his chair. 
“Like, for seriously?” 
 “’For seriously’ is not even a real phrase.” 
 He ignored me. “I heard Mark Baskin use it the other day. I’m practically 
an influencer, bro.” 
 “Right.” 
 “That’s not important,” he said. “What’s important is the filth that just 
came out of your mouth.” 
 “Filth?” I feigned offense. 
 “You’re trying to tell me that Big Trouble in Little China is not a cinematic 
masterpiece?” He continued. “Come on.” 
 “I mean,” I shrugged, “it was cool, man. Action and sci-fi stuff. It had some 
funny bits, yeah. But it’s entertaining at best.” 
 “What’s wrong with that?” Davud rested his hands on the arms of his 
chair.  
 That was a signal that he was ready to verbally battle me over any opinion 
I had about any movie we disagreed on. 



 “Nothing’s wrong with that,” I admitted. “But the whole point of us 
recommending cult classics to each other is to expand our minds about what 
cinema can be. It’s a campy action sci-fi flick. You didn’t even really try, man.” 
 “Kurt Russell at his finest,” Davud proclaimed. 
 “The bar ain’t that high.” 
 Davud laughed, so I grinned along. 
 “Hedwig and the Angry Inch,” I said, “that’s cinema.” 
 Davud rolled his eyes. “Dude. It was another musical. You only 
recommend musicals.” 
 “What’s wrong with that?”  
 “What’s wrong with action sci-fi comedy?” He countered. 
 I smiled. Davud grinned slyly and shifted in his chair. Though most people 
wouldn’t have seen it, I noticed how a quick grimace overtook his smile for the 
briefest of moments. Then it was gone. Davud returned his hands to the tabletop, 
clasping his hands on top of his book. 
 “How was Chicago?” I asked quietly. 
 Davud glanced around the room before returning his eyes to me. He 
seemed to deflate a bit, then simply shook his head at me. 
 “Don’t think I’ll be signing up for dance classes this semester, man.” 
 I sighed. “Man. That’s four years running. They’re going to stop holding a 
spot for you if you don’t get your shit together quickly.” 
 He managed a laugh. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “I’m beginning to think this spine injury might be 
permanent or something.” 
 “Oof. Dark.” 
 He shrugged. 
 “Missed you last week,” I said. “Journalism Club isn’t as fun without you.” 
 Davud’s golden cheeks picked up a rosy tint. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “I missed you too, man. You know. The hospital. Every 
time I go, they…it’s a lot, you know?” 
 Again, we stared at each other. Ever since the car accident the summer 
after junior high, Davud had been going to a specialty hospital in Chicago once 
a semester for a week. The specialists there would test him, talk about “options,” 
and try to figure out if he’d ever walk again. Davud never came back with hope. 
Just more disappointment.  
 Once one of the most popular kids in school, athletic, funny, a guy the 
girls loved to moon over, he had found himself mostly forgotten. Largely ignored. 
He had his wheelchair, unexplainable pains coming from legs that couldn’t feel 
anything else, and a lot of disappointment twice a year. Besides Jules, he was 
one of my very best friends. Though, I had to wonder if we would have ended up 



best friends if he hadn’t had his accident. We’d always been good friends, but 
things might have gone differently if he had also been a jock in high school. More 
than likely, he would have been one of the uber popular sports guys who didn’t 
have time for me. I never knew if I should be grateful that we were friends, or 
disappointed. Our close friendship only existed in the reality where Davud was 
disabled.   
 “Well,” I said, “maybe we need to revisit the parameters of this 
arrangement?” 
 Davud’s disappointment melted from his face and was replaced with 
curiosity. 
 “We’ll just recommend movies we love,” I suggested with a shrug. “No other 
rules.” 
 “Ugh,” Davud groaned. “I’m going to be watching so many musicals.” 
 “Take it or leave it, my good man,” I teased. “It’s my final offer.” 
 I extended my leg to nudge the wheel of his chair again, though it merely 
jostled his chair since the brakes were on. 
 “All right,” Davud said with an exasperated sigh. “But you’ll be sorry! I love 
so many action and sci-fi flicks. You don’t even know.” 
 “I believe you.” 
 The two of us were laughing as Ms. Tabatabai breezed through the meeting 
room door, a Starbucks coffee cup in her hand. Along the walls of the meeting 
room hung posters that Spirit Committee had made for school events and 
organizations. They actually fluttered in the breeze Ms. Tabatabai created as she 
whisked herself into the room. As she was setting her arm full of folders and her 
coffee cup on the podium, the posters were starting to settle back into place. 
Davud and I turned our attention to the podium, but it took Ms. Tabatabai 
clearing her throat for everyone else to follow suit. 
 “Ladies and gentlemen,” Ms. Tabatabai began, “I don’t have a lot of time 
today, so let’s make this a short one, huh?” 
 We all mumbled our agreement with varying degrees of excitement.  
 “Great,” she said. “I think we’ll switch things up with beat assignments 
this semester—” 
 Groans erupted from six mouths at the prospect of our assignments 
changing halfway through the year. Typically, as we’d all gotten used to during 
our time in Journalism Club, we’d get an assignment at the beginning of the 
year, and that’s what we’d stick with for the entire school year. “Beat 
assignments” were the “beat” each of us was assigned to from August through 
May. Athletics, academics, extracurriculars, teacher/student relations, Student 
Council and other school political goings on, and special interests—for anything 
that didn’t fall into another category.  



 I’d had Student Council and politics since August and things were going 
fine. For the first five months of school, before Christmas Break, I’d covered 
Student Council meetings, School Board meetings, Parent-Teacher Conference 
nights, and similar events. It was always the cushiest of beats because adults 
generally behaved when I was in the room and Student Council members knew 
better than to act up around the press. I merely had to show up, take notes, write 
a decent article, and things went well for me in Journalism Club. I wasn’t pleased 
at the thought of having to delve into something more time-consuming or hectic 
in the last five months of my high school career. 
 “Ugh.” Davud shifted in his chair as he murmured out of the corner of his 
mouth. “She’s going to take special interests away from me.” 
 Grimacing, I gave Davud my most sympathetic look. Special Interests was 
another cushy beat. Most things fell into one of the other categories, so Davud’s 
workload wasn’t as big as everyone else’s. Not that Davud wanted to be treated 
differently—nor did anyone want to treat him differently—but being in a 
wheelchair made it harder for him to go to as many events as everyone else. His 
mom or dad always had to drive him to his assignments if he couldn’t get a friend 
to take him, too. Doing his part in Journalism Club meant Davud had to work 
and plan twice as hard as everyone else. 
 Taking Special Interests from him would have been incredibly shitty of Ms. 
Tabatabai.  
 “Davud,” she said, as if reading my mind, “we’ll put you on Student 
Council and politics, okay?” 
 “Oh.” Davud grinned. “That works. Okay.” 
 Ms. Tabatabai smiled without looking up. 
 Okay, so our club adviser didn’t screw Davud over. The realization that it 
was likely Davud and I would switching beats had me sitting up straight in my 
seat. Having the easiest beat assignment in club for the rest of the year was 
definitely not the worst-case scenario. 
 “Jillian, you’ll take special interests,” Ms. Tabatabai announced quickly. 
 I slumped. Jillian agreed enthusiastically. Why wouldn’t she? She’d just 
been assigned the easiest beat for the last few months of her time in Journalism 
Club. 
 Asshole. 
 “Ben, you’re on Athletics. Barry, Academics. Marcia, we’re putting you 
on…teacher-student relations,” Ms. Tabatabai fired off quickly. 
 They all agreed as my stomach sunk. 
 “Ryan, that leaves you with—” 
 “Extracurriculars?” I grumbled. 
 “Exactly,” she said. 



 Ms. Tabatabai looked up at all of us finally, a smile stretched across her 
face as she snatched up her coffee cup. What was in that thing? Red Bull and 
crack? 
 “You’re all veterans,” she said after a healthy slug of her drink, whatever 
it happened to be, “so I won’t keep you any longer today. If you have any 
questions, though—” 
 The sounds of us gathering up our books and bags and sliding out of our 
seats gave Ms. Tabatabai all the information she needed. With an approving nod, 
she snatched up her folders and tucked them under her arm before dashing out 
of the room once again. Posters fluttered once more in the Iranian Breeze—as we 
often called Ms. Tabatabai when she was in a rush—and then she was gone. 
Jillian, Marcia, Barry, and Ben all became a cacophony of voices and a tornado 
of gesticulating appendages as they hurried out of the room together, discussing 
their new assignments and the extraordinary ideas they were already 
formulating. 
 “Well,” Davud looked up at me, still parked at the table, “that had to be 
the shortest Journalism Club meeting ever.” 
 “Except the one during sophomore year where she didn’t even show up.” 
 He snorted with amusement. 
 “Held up at Starbucks, right?” he asked. 
 “I think that’s the excuse she gave, yeah,” I said with a laugh. “Want a 
push out to the parking lot?” 
 I pumped my fists in front of myself and wiggled my hips comically. Davud 
chuckled and wheeled himself away from the table. 
 “No point,” he said. “Mom won’t be here for at least fifteen more minutes. 
Meetings usually last longer. May as well take my time getting to the door.” 
 I shrugged. “I don’t mind taking you home. Just text your mom and tell 
her the meeting was short or whatever.” 
 “Nah,” he said with a wave. “I’ll have to get in your car, we’ll have to put 
the chair in your trunk, and—it’s not worth the hassle.” 
 I rolled my eyes. “It’s not a hassle. Come on. Text your mom. I need people 
to think I’m able to get a hot guy to ride in my car with me.” 
 Davud laughed uproariously. 
 “Okay,” he said, reaching into his pocket for his phone as I ducked behind 
his chair to push him out of the room. “But if anyone sees us, I’m the top, bro. 
Gotta keep up my macho persona.” 
 “Fair enough,” I said with a laugh as we exited the room and I began 
pushing him quickly down the hall, almost at a sprint. “I’ll make sure everyone 
knows who calls the shots here.” 
 


