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CHAPTER ONE 

NOT A KID 

 

SUNDAY AFTERNOON. I sit on the steps outside our apartment. 

Dad was supposed to be here thirty minutes ago.  

He usually says he's sorry for being late. But I wonder if he 

means it. There's always something else that's more important. 

I could wait inside. But I hate being around Mom when she's 

drunk. She pours vodka into her coffee cup from a bottle she hides 

in her bedroom. She thinks I don't know. But I do. 

* * * 
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER. Dad pulls to the curb. I run down 

the stairs and jump in the passenger seat. We need to get away 

quickly. 

But Mom runs down the stairs right behind me and goes to 

Dad's window.  

I know what's coming. 

"I need my child support," Mom screams at Dad. "The rent 

was due last week." 

"I already told you. I'll have it to you on Tuesday."  

"That's what you said last week. I need it now." 

"I can't give it to you if I don't have it. You'll get it on 

Tuesday." 

"You're not leaving. I want my money." 

"It's Sunday," Dad says. "I came to pick up Woodrow. You'll 

have it in two days." 

"I need my money now."  

"Get out of the window. We're leaving." 
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"No you're not." 

"Get out of the window." 

Dad drives forward. What is he doing?  

Mom hangs in the window and runs with the car. "I want my 

money!" 

She falls.  

The car stops.  

I jump out and run to Mom. Dad kneels and helps her sit up. 

"Are you okay?" he asks. 

Pop! She socks him in the face. Blood spurts out of his nose. 

He swings his arm back to slap her. 

"Stop!" I yell. "Stop!" 

Dad drops his arm. 

I lift Mom from the side, help her stand, and walk her up the 

stairs to our apartment. Dad guns his engine and speeds away. 

We get in the door. Tears pour down my cheeks. I set her on 

the couch. "Mom, are you okay?" 
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"I'm fine." 

She leans back. I don't see any injuries. She flops over 

sideways and falls asleep.  

I'm fifteen now. Not a kid.  

But I'm crying like one.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

CAN'T TAKE IT 

 

MONDAY MORNING. I'm still in bed, the fold-out couch in the 

living room. I look at my alarm clock. Five-thirty. 

I listen to Mom as she moves around in the kitchen. She's 

sober now, getting ready for work. I wonder how much she 

remembers from yesterday.  

She steps into the living room. I bury my face in the pillow 

and keep my eyes closed.  

She bends down and kisses me on the cheek. "Woodrow, 
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have a good day. I love you."  

I stay still and pretend to sleep.  

She opens the front door, steps outside, and walks down the 

stairs.  

I keep my eyes closed. I don't know why I didn't answer her.  

* * * 

BREAKFAST. I get out of bed and put on my school clothes. 

I wish my pants weren't so short. Dad was going to get me some 

new ones yesterday.  

I fold up the couch and go to the kitchen. No milk in the 

refrigerator. The whole thing is almost empty. I eat dry corn flakes 

and drink the last of the orange juice.  

Next, I make lunch. No peanut butter. No jelly. No cheese 

slices. I put two pieces of bread together with ketchup between 

them. At least it will look like a sandwich. 

Whatever Mom makes as a waitress, there's always enough 

for booze. Whatever Dad makes at his warehouse job, there's 
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always enough for gambling.  

Everything else comes last. That's how it's always been. 

* * * 

EDISON HIGH SCHOOL. I walk through the front gate. I wish I 

didn't have to be here. Spencer stands by the tenth-grade lockers. 

"How was it with your dad yesterday?" he asks. 

"I didn't get to go with him." 

"What happened?" 

"It's a long story."  

We've been friends since the third grade. And we still eat 

lunch together. But there are some things I don't like to talk about. 

* * * 

MATH, PERIOD ONE. Mr. Braden comes to the front of the 

classroom. He shows us a big plastic jar with cards in it. 

"We're doing something new today," he says. "I wrote your 

names on cards that I put in this jar. From now on, I'm going to 

draw your names when I call on you. You won't be raising your 
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hands." 

I don't like this. If he calls on me, I'm not going to know the 

answer. 

"Some of you have been sitting there and not paying 

attention," Mr. Braden says. "Those days are over." 

The reason why I don't pay attention, is because none of it 

makes sense to me. I don't like math, and I'll never be good at it.  

Mr. Braden reaches in the name jar, pulls a card out, and 

points to the board. "Emmy, could you read the first problem?" 

She begins reading. "On a trip from Boston to Philadelphia, 

Mr. Smith drives 309 miles and uses 11.4 gallons of gas. How 

many gallons will he use if he drives 140 miles from Philadelphia 

to Washington, D.C.?" 

She reads it perfectly. She's one of the smart ones. Me, I'm 

one of the dumb ones. 

"You get five minutes," Mr. Braden says. "Get to work." 

I copy the problem onto my paper. I have no idea how to 
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solve it. I look sideways. Spencer moves his arm so I can copy.  

I don't understand what I write. But at least I won't have a 

blank paper. 

Five minutes pass. Mr. Braden pulls a card out of the name 

jar. I hope it's not me. 

"Woodrow, could you come up to the front and solve the 

problem?" he asks. 

I don't get up. The other kids look at me. 

"Woodrow, could you come to the front?"  

I stand up, put on my jacket, and walk out the door. I leave 

the building and go behind the food court. I know I'll get in 

trouble.  

But sometimes, I just can't take it. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

DON'T WANT TO 

 

TUESDAY MORNING. I walk through the front gate at Edison. 

School starts in twenty minutes. 

I pull my pants as lower, but they're still too short. I'm sure 

everybody notices.  

Spencer meets me at our usual spot by the tenth-grade 

lockers.  

"Mr. Braden was mad when you walked out of class 

yesterday," he says. 
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"I couldn't take it anymore." 

"You know you're in big trouble." 

"It's over. I did what I did. There's nothing I can do about it." 

* * * 

MATH, PERIOD ONE. Mr. Braden gives me his mad look when I 

walk through the door. I know what's coming. 

"Where did you go yesterday?" he asks. 

"I just needed to get out." 

The bell rings. He gets on the security phone. "Room twenty-

four. Pick up for the guidance room." 

The security aide, Mr. Dirzo, comes to the classroom. He's an 

old guy who looks like a grandpa. Most of the kids call him Mr. 

Dirtso behind his back. I don't.  

Mr. Braden gives him the referral. We go into the hall. 

"Woodrow, what did you do this time?" Mr. Dirzo asks. 

"I walked out. I just couldn't stand it in there." 

"Was that the right thing to do?" 
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I don't answer. But I knew I was being stupid when I did it.  

* * * 

GUIDANCE ROOM. Mr. Luther waves me into his office. Even 

though he's a dean, I like him. He's always straight with me. 

"Woodrow, you keep screwing up," he says. "What's going 

on?" 

"Mr. Braden is calling on everybody now. I didn't want to go 

up to the board and look stupid in front of the other kids." 

"Is that the right way to make something better, to run 

away?" 

"It was better than having them laugh at me." 

"Are you doing your homework?" 

"Not really." 

"You have to change. You're doing things without thinking 

about the consequences." 

"I know." 

"I'm giving you three detentions," he says.  
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I don't complain. I know I deserve them.  

"How are things at home?" he asks. 

"Still bad. My mom and dad got into a fight when my dad 

came to pick me up on Sunday." 

"I know you're in a tough situation," Mr. Luther says. "It's 

about as tough as it gets. But you have to let the bad stuff go. You 

can't let it bring you down."  

We've talked about it before. I try to let things go. But I just 

can't. 

* * * 

ART, PERIOD THREE. We do pencil drawings of an old tennis 

shoe. It's not easy. But I'm getting better.  

Ms. Somoza looks over my shoulder. "Good job on the laces. 

The shading is excellent. They look real."  

She makes me feel good about myself. Maybe I can be an 

artist someday.  

* * * 
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HISTORY, PERIOD SIX. Mr. Rubio comes to the front of the 

classroom. He's a good teacher, but very strict. Sometimes he's 

boring. 

I drop my pencil. It rolls under the desk next to me. 

"Emmy, could you get that?" I whisper. 

"Woodrow, no talking," Mr. Rubio says. "You have one 

detention." 

"But I was asking for my pencil." 

"You just talked back. That's your second detention." 

"How am I supposed to do my work if I don't have a pencil?" 

"Now you have three," he says. 

I look down and don't say anything. I don't want to lose my 

temper and make things worse.  


