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JAKE

FIRST SEMESTER OF MY SENIOR YEAR, THE GUIDANCE counselor at Ronald Reagan High School gave all us new seniors this lame career-aptitude test. It was one of those deals where you have to fill in a bubble to indicate whether you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree with statements like “I take pride in helping others make photocopies” or “I used the money from my summer job to make sound financial investments.” Apparently, it was supposed to help us figure out what we'd be good at when we enter the adult world next year, or at least let us know what majors to be looking at when we applied to colleges.

This was before I turned into a flesh-eating monster, by the way.

I swear I was the last person in my class to get my results. Most kids just got an envelope in homeroom that said something like “Congratulations! You'd make an excellent zookeeper or a very good prison guard!” I didn't get an envelope. Instead, I got called down to the guidance office for a one-on-one with Mrs. Snyder, something that's usually reserved for the weirdos who set fires inside their lockers or spend gym class crying behind the bleachers.

“Jake, I'm not sure how to put this,” Mrs. Snyder said, studying my test results while I pocketed as many Jolly Ranchers from the dish on her desk as possible because free candy is awesome. “I've never seen a score quite like this. There are more than fifty different career recommendations possible on this test and you scored equally in almost all of them.”

“That's good, right?” I asked, feeling sort of proud that this dumb test had finally discovered my true jack-of-all-trades nature. Maybe my future career could be one of those dudes that companies hire when they need to fix whatever, you know, goes wrong with companies. I could, like, streamline and synergize and whateverâ€”and oh, fix your plumbing too because, yeah, I'm also good at that.

“Equally
low
, Jake,” Mrs. Snyder clarified. “You scored equally low in all areas. So low, in fact, that the test is unable to make a recommendation.”

“Oh.”

“Have you considered liberal arts?”

Mrs. Snyder suggested that I take the test again, but what good would that do? It's not something I could study for, like if I tried harder I could make sure I picked all the right answers so my result would be “awesome bass guitarist.” Whatever. Basically, I forgot about that test as soon as I left Mrs. Snyder's office.

Of course now I know for sure that test was total bullshit.

There weren't any questions about cannibalism, or fleeing government hit squads, or picking the perfect sound track for a road trip/car chase. Of the fifty possible career recommendations, none of them was “undead fugitive.”

You can't figure out life from a Scantron test. I devoured a good portion of my graduating class during lunch in the cafeteria. That sucked for me and I'm aware that it sucked even more for the students at Ronald Reagan. I don't feel good about it. No test could've predicted that.

But I don't knowâ€”there have been some unexpected perks to all this too. Some silver linings. And that's life, right? “Once in a while you get shown the light in the strangest of places if you look at it right.” That's from a Grateful Dead song. I'm not a Dead Head, it just came on the radio. See? Great road-trip music. I'd never know that if I wasn't running for my life.

I found my calling. That'll show you, Mrs. Snyder.

Â 

I spent my last night as a bona fide human being in pretty much the best possible way. I mean, I was just hanging out by myself in my basement, playing video games and whatever, but it was cool. I finally prestiged on the new
Call of Duty
; I was totally in the zone, just
pwning
my way through hordes of terrorist scum, their squealed complaints and guttural curses piped over my Xbox headset, fueling my kill streak. I had Severed Lung blasting on the stereo, and the couch was so comfortable, and it was like one of those times where you're just like,
Shit, life is great.

If I had known that was going to be it, as in
it
it, I don't know if I would have done anything different. Maybe I would have snuck some of my parents' brandy or somethingâ€”whatever you're supposed to drink for special occasions. Maybe I would've said good-bye to my mom and dad, thanked them for being pretty cool most of the time and pretending to believe me whenever I told them that smell coming from my room was incense. I guess I could have woken up my little sister and said, “Hey, Kelly, you're the best.” I don't know, though. I probably would've just hung in the basement, because all that seems way too dramatic.

The one thing I
do
wish is that I'd hit up Wendy's or Popeyes or Taco Bell. Just for one last combo meal. Actually, maybe I would've hit up all three of them to get a combo at each. You'd be surprised how much you end up thinking about that stuff when you don't really eat anymore. Not the meat, really. I get plenty of that. It's the spicy crispy breading or the hard taco shells you miss. Raw human flesh just lacks the finer preparation techniques of fast food.

Â 

The next day started out the same as ever. I woke up way too late, chugged some Hawaiian Punch, and stuffed a fistful of Froot Loops into my mouth before screeching out of the driveway in my trusty, falling-apart Honda Civic with Kelly putting on her lip gloss in the passenger seat, making stupid little kissy-faces in the passenger-side mirror. The one tiny sign that anything was off was that as soon as I turned the key in the ignition, my stomach let out probably the loudest rumble I'd ever heard.

Kelly looked over at me and made a gagging noise, but that was nothing new; Kelly spends half of her life being disgusted at one thing or another. She's twelve. It's her hobby. And it's not like my stomach's never made insane sounds before, so I didn't think too much about it.

I had bigger fish to fry than a stomachache. I was supposed to be giving an oral presentation on some book called
The House of Mirth
in seventh-period English, and I hadn't even started reading it.

These are the things I used to worry about.

I dropped Kelly off and heard the first bell ring as I shut the car door in the RRHS parking lot. I was racing to biology when I went slamming right into Chazz Slade, who was standing inconveniently in the middle of the hallway with his girlfriend, Amanda Blake. My copy of
The House of Mirth
, which I'd been trying to read while I ran, dropped right at his feet. He looked down at it. I looked down at it. Amanda Blake looked annoyed.

Chazz Slade was built like Captain America if, instead of fighting Nazis, Captain America spent all his time drinking powdered muscle shakes and working on his obliques. He probably could've been the captain of the football team if he wasn't getting suspended all the time for skipping classes. In fact, this was the first time I'd seen Chazz around school in a while. He wore a spotless white hat that matched his spotless white tee that matched his spotless white sneakers. He bared his spotless white teeth at me.

“I gotta get the name of your dentist sometime, Chazz,” I said with a weak smile.

Chazz wasn't amused. He grabbed me by the collar and yanked me toward him. “What the hell?” he fumed. The toes of my sneakers squeaked against the linoleum tiles. “Who do you think you are, you little scrub?”

“Uh, last I checked I was Jake Stephens,” I said. “The scrub thing is debatable, I guess.”

Chazz let out a disgusted snort and released me. I took a deep breath; he'd sort of been choking me.

Don't misread the situation here. I didn't exactly
like
being picked on by Chazz Slade, but I wasn't scared of him either. He talked a big game, but he was sort of like one of those grizzly bears that do those bluff charges and only actually maul you if you show fear. Chazz would've made total sense on the Nature Channel.

His girlfriend, Amanda Blake, on the other hand, scared me a lotâ€”mostly because of her ridiculous hotness. Right then, she had her arms folded over her chest, pushing her boobs up in a way that was hard to ignore. She was looking back and forth between me and Chazz with an expression somewhere between sympathy and disgust. I couldn't tell whether it was meant for him or me.

Unfortunately, Chazz wasn't done.

“You little shit,” he was saying, gathering himself into his full heightâ€”he had to be at least six fourâ€”and puffing out his chest as he backed me against a locker. “You think you can just go running into school like an asshole, crashing into whoever you want?” He raised a fist.

I closed my eyes. Was the bear actually going to attack this time? This was going to suckâ€”a black eye for sure, maybe worse. But if there's one thing I've learned from my many hours of playing video games, it's that there is nothing to fear in defeat. You just respawn at the last checkpoint.

And anyway, getting beaten up would totally get me out of school for the day, which meant another day to prepare my presentation. Ignoring the possibility of permanent brain damage, maybe getting punched in the face wasn't such a terrible idea.

It never happened, though. Instead, Amanda Blake spoke up.

“Oh, quit being so clichÃ©, Chazz.”

My eyes flew open. Amanda had grabbed Chazz's arm, and he slowly lowered it, scowling first at me and then at her. “Stay out of this,” he mumbled at her under his breath.

I looked at Amanda in sheepish surprise. Why was she taking my side? She barely knew me, and Chazz was her boyfriend. But then I noticed that her eyes were a little red and her makeup was all smudged. Maybe they'd been fighting or something.

Maybe, I thought, just
maybe
this was my shot with Amanda. If they were breaking up, I could start laying the groundwork now.

“Hey, Amanda,” I said. “You're in my English class, right? Any chance you read that
House of Girth
thing? I've got my oral presentation this afternoon.”

“Really?”
She gave me a pitying look.

I shrugged. “Help a guy out?”

She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Listen,” she said. “Just say something about women's place in society at the turn of the century, and maybe something about witchcraft. Crap like that. Ms. Moonbeam will eat it up.”

Ms. Moonbeam was what everyone called our English teacher, Ms. Mueller, because she always wore those really long, flowy skirts and dangly earrings and was constantly talking about something called the “sacred feminine.” Amanda was rightâ€”all I had to do was spout a bunch of stuff about fairies and goblets and Susan B. Anthony and our teacher would do backflips.

“Thanks,” I said. “I'll get you back for it. Just let me know ifâ€””

“Could you go now?” Amanda interrupted. “We're trying to have a
talk
here.”

Then, for the second time that day, my stomach let out a freakishly loud rumble, this time even more extreme than the one in the car. Great.

“That's the last time I eat Mexican for breakfast,” I said, giving my best shit-eating grin.

I thought it was at least worth a smileâ€”maybe even a laughâ€”but Amanda folded her arms tighter and scowled. Chazz's face twisted into a furious maskâ€”like I'd chosen to make my stomach growl as a deliberate insult to his dainty sensibilities. This time he grabbed me by my neck and swung me against the locker.

“Did you not hear her, retard? She told you to fuck off.”

“Mr. Slade, please unhand Mr. Stephens.”

Chazz and I both jumped. Neither of us had heard Assistant Principal Hardwick creeping up on us. That's the way it went with Hardwick; she was gnome-size and ninja-like. There were jokes about her springing out from within lockers to accost unsuspecting kids. Legend had it that Hardwick had once been headmistress at some all-girls Catholic boarding school upstate but had been banished for being too severe. Everyone knew she was really in charge at RRHS, steam-rolling hippie-dippy Principal Oakenfeld, who mostly stayed hidden in his office.

“Gentlemen”â€”Hardwick's voice was barely above a whisper as Chazz released meâ€”“have we chosen fisticuffs instead of first period?”

I picked my book up off the floor and tried to slink away, but Hardwick's steely gaze held me in place. She glanced from me to Chazz and, when neither of us answered, turned toward Amanda.

“Ms. Blake, is the male gaze really worth such debasement?”

“Huh?”

Hardwick grabbed a pen out of her silver bun and poked Amanda right in the cleavage.

“If I had a check box for harlotry I would use it,” said Hardwick, pulling out her pack of citations. “Instead, it will be tardiness.”

I mouthed harlotry at Amanda, rolling my eyes, but she and Chazz just glared at me.

I stumbled into first-period biology a few minutes later, clutching my write-up, and saw that I'd gotten lucky for once. We had a substitute and were watching some documentary about the migratory patterns of fruit bats, narrated by Oprah Winfrey.

It was perfect for figuring out what the hell I was going to do about my Enid Wharton presentation. But the unlucky part is that for some reason Oprah's voice makes me very, very relaxed. I was asleep within five minutes.

By the time I slid into my seat in the cafeteria for lunch, my stomach was feeling even iffier than before. I was a little worried; I had made it this far in life without ever hurling in front of anyone except my parents and I really wanted to keep it that way.

“Yo, Jake,” my friend Adam DeCarlo said. “Where's your head? You didn't pull another wake and bake, did you? We all know how that turned out last time.”

“I'm fine,” I said. “Just feeling a little queasy. And hungry, I guess.”

“Your stomach's upset
and
you're hungry,” repeated Adam, smirking at me. “You're a mess.”
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