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Chapter One

It's not like I've assigned myself the job of protector of the weak or anything. I just get tired of creeps at school harassing people who don't deserve it. I mean, a lot of things really piss me off. School in general pisses me off. And that includes the teachers. Most of them see me as a troublemaker, and I wouldn't want to have it any other way.

But there are some kids at school who are hard at work practicing to be the true scum of the earth. You know the type I'm talking about. If you're not the one being worked over in one way or another by these dorks, then you just turn the other way. We all know the drill. Don't get involved. Don't rat on anyone.

I just don't think it should work that way. Funny thing is, though, whenever I try to bring a little honesty into this crazy, screwed-up world, I'm the one who gets his ass kicked in one form or another.

Take this for example.

During lunchtime awhile back, I was walking back to school after eating a not-so-great greasy hamburger and stale French fries. I was reminding myself that my friend Emily was right. I should give up that crap and become a vegetarian. I was almost back to school and anxious to get on with what looked to be a monumentally boring afternoon. That's when I saw Liam and Craig harassing some old geezer carrying a couple of bags of groceries. The old guy was kind of bent over and walking funny. I don't know why I even noticed. I was across the street, and there was a lot of traffic, but it was like I had radar or something.

So I crossed over right away, ignoring the cars honking at me and the one idiot who had to screech to a halt so he didn't kill me. He shot me the finger, and I thumped smartly on the hood of his Lexus.

I felt a knot in my stomach (it could have been the greasy burger) as I walked up to Liam and Craig. I heard Liam shouting at the old guy, “C'mon, I'm sure you have some spare cash you can lend us. You look like you have plenty.” You had to be there to hear the real nastiness in the way he said this.

The old guy just shook his head and tried to keep walking. But just then, Craig walked forward and put himself right in the way. The old man tried to walk around, but Craig had him covered again.

“Craig, you stupid piece of garbage,” I shouted. “Leave him alone!”

Craig looked at me like I had punched him in the face.

“Leave him alone,” I said again.

Liam gave me the once-over too, but then turned back to Mr. Groceries and said, “Maybe we can just make do with something in the bag. You got anything good in there?” Liam had his hand on the cloth grocery bag and was trying to reach inside. The old man was trying to pull away, and he mumbled something. That's when I realized that here was an old dude who was a little out of it and probably downright scared of these two grunge mongers. Craig was blocking the man's path, and Liam was still reaching into the bag. I'd had enough.

“Get out of his way,” I yelled at Craig. And I grabbed Liam by the shoulder and was spinning him around. Liam looked shocked and angry.

“Colin,” he said, “this has nothing to do with you. We're just having a little fun.”

“Leave him alone,” I insisted. The old man was moving away now as Liam and Craig stood toe-to-toe with me. I wasn't sure what would happen next. I knew I could outrun them if I had to. But that wouldn't matter. They'd get me one way or the other. So I just stood my ground.

I was about to launch into one of my lectures. It was always the wrong thing to do.

But then I heard the outside bell at school across the street. The end of lunch hour. Liam gave me a dirty look, and he put his index finger in the air in front of my face. That said it all.
This
isn't over yet
. He tapped Craig on the shoulder, and they sprinted across the street toward school.

The old man was having a hard time. He was stumbling as he walked away and looked like he couldn't quite hold on to the bags he was carrying. He was very shaken up. So I ran toward him to see if I could help.

He half turned when he heard me coming. I slowed down and tried to explain that I wanted to help, but when I reached him, he dropped his bags and started screaming at me. He must have thought I was going to continue to harass him. Then he started smacking me. It didn't hurt, but it surprised me.

“Just get away,” he screamed. “Leave me alone.”

“I was trying to help,” I said. But he kept yelling and hitting, so I backed off. Other people were looking at me. So I ran.

I was late for math class and feeling pretty crappy about it all, thinking my Good Samaritan days were definitely over. And that's when I was called down to Mr. Miller's office.

Chapter Two

Mr. Miller is the vice-principal. Our school is a big-city high school with big-city problems, and Miller had been brought in last year as a kind of troubleshooter. Word was that he'd wrestled knives from students and had faced down someone in his school with a gun.

Miller had a rep as being a hard-ass, and if you had a name as a troublemaker, he was on your case. That would be me. Not that I deserved it. I just had some problems with authority figures. School had a funny set of unwritten laws. It seemed to me that if you were sneaky about your dirty work and no teacher saw what you were up to, you could get away with a hell of a lot. Almost no one in the school was going to snitch on you. But if you were up front with your complaint or defiant in any public way, and honest about it, you found yourself called to the office and sitting across the desk from Mr. Miller.

Just like I was now.

“So, Colin, I'm sad to say your egregious behavior rather interrupted my lunch.”

“I don't understand what
egregious
means.” Just like Miller to use a big word like that.

“Egregious. As in shockingly bad.”

“I don't understand,” I said.

“You rarely do. But I was sitting here minding my own business, and I look out across the street and there you are getting bashed on by some little old man. What the hell did you do to him?”

So Miller saw that scene but not what came before. I let out an exasperated breath. “It was Liam and Craig harassing him, not me.”

“I didn't see them anywhere. Just you. Best not to place the blame on someone else. It doesn't look good on you.” Miller's eyes were drilling right through me. We'd had run-ins before. Mostly me giving arrogant teachers a hard time or refusing to do assignments that I thought were pointless and stupid.

I took a deep breath and explained what really happened. I was trying to keep my cool.

Miller wasn't buying any of it. “I just know what I saw.”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” I said.

“Indeed.”

“And if you don't believe me,” I said, “you'd be making an egregious error.”

He smiled slightly. “At least your vocabulary is improving. But I'll be watching you.”

Yeah, he would be watching. And he'd pass on the word to several of his favorite teachers. I didn't like this a bit. But I kept my mouth shut. The burger felt like lead in my gut as I headed back to math class.

I kept my head low for the rest of the day and got the hell out of school when the final bell rang. At home, I holed up in my room and read a book about living with gorillas in Africa. Ever since I was a kid, I had a thing about animalsâ€”all animals. I still read books about gorillas and tigers, crocodiles and meerkats. Someday I'll work with wild animals. I like them better than people. But there weren't many wild animals where I lived in the north end of the city. Just birds, maybe, and some mice and rats. I took out my latest sketchbook and began to draw images of the animals in my head. Sketching always made me feel better. They never looked much like the real animals. More like some crazy fantasy-world version of animals. Big eyes, exaggerated features. My creatures. My animals.

That night, my friend Emily called. Like me, she's not very popular because she's different. She's vegan, and for some reason people find vegans annoyingâ€”maybe it's because they don't eat cheese. And she dresses funnyâ€”layers of anything, as long as it doesn't have a designer label. And hair in dreads that she almost never washes. But I still call her a friend, and outcasts need to stick together in high school.

“You didn't really post a photo of yourself naked, did you?” she blurted out.

“What?” I asked.

“On GoofFace. There's a photo of you without clothes on and your name right under it. It looks like you posted it yourself. Tell me you didn't do this.”

“I didn't do this. It's somebody trying to make me look like an idiot.” I flipped my book closed and turned to my computer. I hated sites like Goof Face, where anyone could put up lies or pictures orâ€¦anything. I went to the site and keyed in my own name. Yep. There it was. “It's my faceâ€”from last year's yearbook, I'd say. But it's definitely not my body.”
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