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For Paula, who always believed in me. I miss you today, tomorrow, forever.


Chapter One

 

My biggest concern at the moment was my right arm, and the fact I could not feel it. That didn’t necessarily mean I’d lost it; it had been with me when I was shoved in here, joining the remnants of a very unpopular cafeteria lunch that found a better home in this trash can. Besides, even if I
had
lost my favorite arm, it wasn’t like it could get up and walk away.

As far as I knew.

Instead, I focused on the task at hand. Getting out. Then my arm. Then trying to make it look—emerging in front of a crowd like a garbage can Houdini—as if none of this had affected me in the least.

That last one would be the toughest. Then again, this was not the first time I’d been slammed into the trash. After several weeks at school, I wasn’t just making an impression. I was making indentations in waste cans across the campus.

You may be wondering why a pretty friendly kid like me wound up thrown headfirst into a popular and well-used trash can, not far (and definitely not far enough) from a middle school cafeteria.

Probably had something to do with me being—how do I put this—dead, but not dead. Flatline enhanced. Non-dependent on breathing.

Fine, a zombie.

“Hey everyone, come take a look at the canned meat!”

Great, as if two legs sticking out of a garbage can weren’t enough to get the attention of students at Pine Hollow Middle School. Nice campus, hallways arranged around a grassy courtyard that was crisscrossed with sidewalks, helping keep the turf green.

It was that green grass that had gotten me in trouble with Robbie, who assumed the role of carnival barker. “That’s right,” I heard Robbie say through the metal and various layers of pizza crusts, applesauce containers and, judging by the scent, fries with that. “We got ourselves a Z-boy. Lured him with a few fresh brains, and look what we got here.”

BAM! The metallic clap of thunder was right next to my head, no doubt one of Robbie’s Doc Martens slamming against the can.

“You like that there, DJ? Uh, what? Can’t hear you. You still alive? Huh? I said, are you still … oh, that’s right, my bad, of course you’re not. What was I thinking?”

While everyone knew me (blending in was difficult when your skin was gray, cuts took a while to heal, and you never went anywhere without duct tape and staples just in case a limb got yanked off), most everyone left me alone.

Not Robbie. He was born to be a bully. Probably destined for a job in upper-level management. Robbie—now fifteen, held back twice and thus unhappy with his career as an eighth grader—didn’t like a lot of things: younger kids, older kids, kids who got in his way. He would go out of his way to pick on kids in his way.

It was easy to explain kids like Robbie—mom was a drunk, dad abandoned him when he was five, all his clothes sported the same designer tags: C
RAZY
H
OWIE
’
S
B
UDGET
H
UT
. And everyone knew his older brother Dale, who made bullying a competitive sport, practiced his skills on Robbie (some kids even said that all through fifth grade, Robbie’s first class was with the school nurse until Dale was busted for hitting a teacher). But those were only the stories I had heard. Because what I knew of Robbie came in encounters like this. We didn’t get a lot of guy time.

“Whoa, something reeks. DJ, did you slap on some Eau de Rotting Flesh before coming to school?” Robbie again, stirring up the masses. Had to be, what, maybe two or three minutes until the bell rang? And I had to get out and look for my arm, which by now I was pretty sure was no longer on my shoulder.

Most of my time between classes was spent avoiding Robbie, fairly easy to do since he was a head taller than everyone else and much bigger, being on the far side of puberty. I made sure to feed the beast regularly, letting him copy off me in class.

But today, I got sloppy.

Back in September, during lunch, Luke and I had done what we always did. We ate as fast as we could and then hit the basketball court, where I liked to carry on a running commentary about my skills, because sometimes pretending to have them was almost as good as having them.

“Jed goes left, posts up, looks for an outlet, no one’s open, five seconds left!” I stood at the top of the key, while Luke waited under the basket, shaking his head at my play-by-play.

“C’mon, shoot it already,” Luke said. “First bell’s about to ring.”

Luke was my best friend. Almost my only friend. Not that he volunteered for the job. We grew up next to one another, so we spent a lot of time together. When I “came out of the casket,” as Luke put it, he didn’t mind all that much, as long as I didn’t bite him or bleed on him and turn him into a zombie.

I was pretty sure that wasn’t possible. With all the bodily fluids I’ve leaked on my parents over the years, I’m pretty sure they’d have gone zombie by now if it were. But you would be surprised at how many kids, and even adults, think being undead is highly contagious.

“I like you, but a guy has to be careful,” Luke had said. “Or at least wait until I’m forty or something, when I won’t mind dying.”

Along with being neighbors, we also had a lot in common. We may have been a bit small for our age, but we were pretty smart and did well in school. But not to the point of being geeks—we frowned on those in Tech Club, probably about the only clique at Pine Hollow Middle School below us on the evolutionary ladder of cool kids. We liked sports and shot hoops before school and at lunch. And we were good enough at some things that we weren’t always the last kids picked—as long as there were Tech kids who wanted to play.

On the court, I continued my commentary.

“Jed fakes left, right, clock winding down, three, two, he’s gotta put it in, if he sinks it, Warriors win!” With the ball cradled in my right palm, I flexed my arm and let fly a near-perfect arc, the orange sphere headed toward the center of the hoop.

It clanged off the front, shivering the metal chains.

“Dude, you suck,” Luke said as he chased the ball into the next court. “Way outta your range.”

“No, that was perfect,” I said. “Then that gust of wind kicked up, and it didn’t stand a chance.”

“Yeah, right. You missed because of your general suckitude at stuff.”

I could try to defend my talents, but Luke knew better. He was easily the better athlete between us, and in games of one-on-one, scores usually wound up twenty-one to ten or so. And when we played flag football in PE, he went about five kids before me (though I didn’t think he was five kids better than me—maybe three).

Luke dribbled back to our court, stood behind the three-point arc, and let it fly.

The bell rang just as the ball bounced high off the backboard right to me. “Looks like when it comes to suckitude, we are evenly matched,” I said.

“Whatever, just return the ball while I get our backpacks.”

I dribbled it the length of the playground to a wooden shed teetering on the edge of the concrete next to the field. This was the equipment room, better known as the Ballshack, with all the implications you would expect it to have for those in middle school.

“Here you go, Mr. Stanzer,” I said, lobbing the ball to the assistant PE coach. Mr. Stanzer was the cool PE coach, maybe because he was overweight and quick to sweat, so he understood all about not being very good at physical stuff. Of course, all the jocks thought the cool PE teacher was Mr. Benatar, who was head of the department with a body that suggested steroid use. Mr. Benatar actually insisted on grading kids based on physical achievement. Who does that anymore?

Mr. Stanzer, who was called Ballshack Bob by almost everyone (and really, I had no idea what his real first name was), threw the basketball into the back. At some point, someone had spent a lot of time pasting a bunch of labels on the Ballshack shelves, perfectly spaced to allow every ball a place and a place for every ball. But Mr. Stanzer just threw them all in the back.
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