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Chapter One  - Good Morning Is an Oxymoron
Charlie hated to dream. Nightmares were different, however, and he was in the middle of an excellent nightmare. He loved nothing better than a nightmare he could control — one that would only get odd, but not too scary. An eleven-year-old child of video games, he preferred his excitement with an off switch firmly in hand. 
Charlie leapt out of bed, rushed, eyes closed, into the bathroom, and started to empty his bladder. Rather, he dreamt he left the bed. Unfortunately, Charlie was prone to dreaming that he had awakened, while remaining sound asleep. He was tardy five times the previous school year due to similar dreams. Charlie hated waking up in the morning. 
He hated it not only because this would be the first day of school, and not only because he had the sleep habits of a caffeine-addicted vampire owl, but also because he woke up … well — like that. Mornings meant a surreptitious sprint to the bathroom. Once, his dad had caught him before he could pee, stopped, saluted, and said, "Ten Hut!" Charlie had no idea what he meant at the time, but when everyone else laughed, he knew it could not be good. 
Though he had inherited his mother's caramel color, Charlie' skin seemed to flush at the slightest embarrassment. It was a gift, he reckoned, from his father, along with curly brown hair, deep dimples, broad shoulders, and spectacularly average height. It was one thing to be humiliated by virtue of a joke he didn't understand. It was another thing entirely to have his entire family be able to read his embarrassment.
Charlie shuddered at the memory, and opened his eyes.
What's the refrigerator doing in the bathroom? 
It took him a full ten seconds to realize he was standing in the kitchen, dressed, facing the open refrigerator. He was certain there was a toilet there moments ago. He hoped he had not just peed into the open vegetable crisper; however, he decided against looking down to check. He was certain his mom would let him know if he had. 
Breakfast consisted of a single kernel of oat cereal in a big bowl of water. Even in his dream, Charlie thought his breakfast a bit odd, but apparently, not odd enough to awaken him from his deep slumber. His hunger sated, he walked the quarter mile to his bus stop, and stood there, alone, waiting. After eternity passed, after the sun grew to a great orange ball of sputtering hydrogen, after the first two planets melted in admiration and all the stars in heaven were visibly moved, the bus finally showed up. It was a Greyhound with "Middul Skool" on the front panel.
Middle school is going to rock. 
Charlie's excitement lasted exactly ten seconds. The inside of the bus reeked of cigarette smoke and cheap perfume. As he passed, the bus driver growled in his direction, but he didn't stop to listen. He was too busy trying to find a seat, while avoiding making eye contact with anyone on the bus. It was fortunate he was looking down, though, as a shard of clipped toenail grazed his face, just missing his eye.
Charlie looked up to see a swing set in the aisle of the bus. Fat Mrs. Martinez was sitting on the swing, humming a tune in Spanish and clipping her crusty toenails. Charlie wondered why he was certain it was Spanish since she was merely humming. As he squeezed past the swings, all the while ducking toenail shrapnel, he found a seat in the very back, next to, of all people, the guy from The Twilight Zone. No, it wasn't the old chain smoking guy with the creepy black shoe polish hair, but the newer, cooler one. Charlie found this not at all surprising. 
The bus rode over an unfamiliar highway, past desolate-looking houses, most of which were clearly still asleep. At the distant end of the wide highway stood a set of high mountains, mostly made of barren, dark rock. The mountains sat in two distinct rows, the first rising two miles above sea level. They reflected a pinkish hue in the morning sunlight. Behind them, rising ominously until they disappeared into the clouds, were mountains of black obsidian. Gray clouds slumped down the mountain slopes where they had been abed for the night, obscuring the highway ahead in a blanket dense fog. A faraway part of Charlie's brain began to cry out that he had never seen mountains like these in eastern Virginia. Still, that is not what drew his immediate attention.
Instead, he wondered why there was only one other kid on his bus. He could not make out the shadowy figure near the front of the bus, except that it was obviously a girl, with long, dark hair. She sat with her back to Charlie, dressed head-to-toe in black. She never turned around, which Charlie decided was probably a good thing. From his position, she too-closely resembled a few Japanese horror movies he had surreptitiously downloaded onto his computer. 
It was her again; he was certain. He had been dreaming her all summer. She never spoke to him, though lately, she had begun to smile on the rare occasions when he made eye contact. Charlie always woke himself up, or, if that did not work, would look down and hurry away. The girl never did anything out of the ordinary. In fact, most of the time, she would watch him, silently, as though his dreams were created solely for her amusement. Still, he guessed serial killers smiled at their victims too, once they decided to go in for the kill. 
That thought birthed a creeping anxiety, which he soothed by making spit art on the bus' window. At the precise instant he was about to put spit eyes on a spit head, the driver slammed on the brakes, and Charlie rolled out of the seat, coming to rest directly under the Twilight Zone Guy's left leg. Twilight Zone Guy flicked a cigarette ash in his face, and deadpanned, "Off the shoes, kid."  He was no longer the hip, modern host, but a black-shoe-polish-haired relic of an era Charlie estimated to be the 1930s, before God invented color. 
Shoot. When did Mr. Shoe Polish show up? 
 From the front of the bus, Charlie could hear the female bus driver honking the horn, and ranting, "Move! Stupid freaking sheep!" 
I've heard that lady's voice before. Charlie tried to recall her name, but it danced just out of reach. Whatever the name, her voice made him shudder. 
Standing, he strained to see what halted the bus, but it was too dark, and the fog surrounding the bus obscured his view. Charlie sat, slid along the seat, and craned his neck through the open window. The air was crisp, cool, and smelled of wet wool. There were no sheep, but rather an immense flock of small children slowly crossing the wide highway. They were moaning, their cries echoing in the morning stillness like the bleating of a hundred sheep. The flock was herded by shepherds in hooded cloaks. 
One small, brown-haired boy wandered directly under Charlie's window, but did not look up, even when Charlie called a concerned, "Are you okay?" A hooded shepherd turned in Charlie's direction and snarled, his teeth bared. It had the face of a wolf, though its hands, clenched around his shepherd's staff, were human. Charlie drew back inside of the window. Within moments the shepherd had prodded the boy into rejoining his flock, and the group disappeared into the darkness beyond the highway.
Charlie sat in silence for a time, as the bus continued on its way. He was beginning to fear, perhaps, this school would not be as cool as he had hoped. However, within minutes, he was lulled into a renewed sense of security by the bus' gentle motion. Unfortunately, as soon as he began to relax, the bus screeched to another stop, banging Charlie's head against the window frame. 
Ow! Jeez-o-flip!
In addition to now having a headache, Charlie was choking on cigarette smoke, as the open window had drawn Mr. Shoe Polish's smoke in his direction. The cloud of smoke drifted into the form of a skull, which hovered over Charlie's head before dissipating. Charlie turned to Mr. Shoe Polish, who shrugged, and flicked his cigarette butt in Charlie's direction. 
"Don't look at me, kid," he said, lighting another cigarette. "It's your dream, not mine. Your stop, by the way." 
Charlie rose, and crept down the aisle, by now harkening to the sound of a chainsaw or knives being sharpened. As he approached the front door, he glanced back, and saw Mr. Shoe Polish still seated, obscured by a rancid smoke cloud. No knives. Charlie, however, was not reassured. The back of the bus was now ensconced in black and white, which he knew to be the dominion of absolute evil.
Charlie stood timidly at the bus' front steps, craning his neck to see the three-story entrance to his new school. "Welcome to the ZONE!" was emblazoned in dripping red over the enormous double doors. He gulped audibly, hoping against hope it was paint.
"Wow!" exclaimed the dark-haired girl behind him. 
Charlie had completely forgotten she was there, and responded to her excitement by screaming in a lovely soprano. 
"You are so funny," she responded, grinning, and ruffling his curly hair. 
Charlie stood clutching his chest, checking for angina. He couldn't find it, as he wasn't entirely certain what it was. He had never seen the girl up close. She was a Cute Girl, with lightly tanned skin, large eyes outlined with black mascara, and dark hair that fell in loose curls around her face, from under which Charlie could make out three earrings on one side, and none on the other. 
"Um, I-I think you lost an earring," Charlie offered, hoping his helpfulness would prevent her slashing him. Her eyes seemed to change from blue to hazel as he watched, but he decided against mentioning that. One never knows what will set off a psychopath.
"Oh, my left ear wasn't in the mood for decoration today," she said, without a smile. She poked him casually in the rib cage as she walked by. "Come on, silly, you're gonna be late for school." She descended the stairs without so much as a backward glance. Charlie stood dumbfounded. She didn't appear to be Japanese, but, rather, Hispanic. Importantly, though her poking had caused a second, smaller yelp, he wasn't bleeding. He was unfamiliar with Spanish-language horror movies, but thought he should look them up for future reference. This could still be a trick.
"Off!" yelled his former second-grade teacher, apparently now moonlighting as a bus driver, as she kicked him in the seat of his pants. He landed with a lovely splash in a fresh mound of (he hoped) mud and looked up. Standing over him was the biggest, ugliest kid he had ever seen. He thought it might be a girl … or a goat. 
Maybe both, because it does have one of those goatee things.
Goatisha (he decided the she-goat was called) picked him up with one hairy-knuckled hand, and yelled, "I liked my new dress yellow, not mud brown! You are dead, kid." For the very first time in his life, Charlie learned what "saved by the bell" means. As one ham-sized fist (with spring pomegranate polish) entered gravity on a collision course with his smile, the school bell rang.
"I said, mama said, 'Wake up!'" 
It was the unmistakable siren song of his sixteen-year-old, equally curly haired sister, Layla, who was holding Charlie's ringing alarm clock and earthquaking the bed. It was possibly the first time he had ever been glad to see her. He always believed she yelled so loudly in the mornings in the secret hope she would scare him into wetting the bed. She had only been successful in that endeavor once.
"Look, boy," Layla continued, "Mama said if you are late to school today, you don't get to visit the Senior Center this weekend. And that'd mean you might have to get an actual life of your own." Layla dropped the still-ringing clock in his lap and stormed off, muttering, "What kind of kid wants to spend his whole weekend hanging around a bunch of old folks?" 
Layla treated Charlie as if he were an alien species, despite the fact that they were the spitting image of each other. Of course, neither of them would admit to bearing any familial resemblance at all.
Charlie sat on his bed, his eyes blinking blurredly at his orange and green walls. Now, for most people, a salmon-and-grass-colored bedroom would have indicated one was still caught in a nightmare. Regrettably, Charlie's walls were, in fact, orange and green. Indeed, it had taken him an entire week of begging to get his mom to agree. 
"Yay," he said, dully, as realization set in. "I get to be the only kid in the world to go to my first day in the sixth grade twice." 
Based on his past experience with school, he held little hope that the second first day would be much better than the first. This had been the third disturbing dream of the week, each more vivid than the last. Charlie had been prone to nightmares when he was six, but it had been years since he had a dream he even remembered. Now, entering middle school, the dreams had returned — in spades. As the summer had progressed, he found himself in one nightmare after the other. His hopes that it was just a symptom of puberty was beginning to fade into a fear that perhaps he was going crazy.
Nightmares were one thing, but dreaming about school? That was nuts. Charlie sighed and began to get dressed, hoping against hope there would be a Greyhound bus when he reached the stop. 
Always keep the good bits, right?
 
 


 
Chapter Two - Fresh Starts Stale Quickly
I'm going to a new middle school. 
Charlie was speaking in his crowded head. The words had become a chant, a private mantra that declared his liberation from the tyranny of elementary school and its bus rides full of three-abreast first graders. It was the 27th of August, and he was officially a big-time-middle-school kid. He was in the sixth grade, halfway to college, and halfway out of his parents' house. More important, was the word "new." A new school meant a new start, and possibly, an end to his interminable loneliness. Charlie was a bright, personable boy of eleven, whom almost no one knew. Ignored at home, bored at school, and without a close friend to speak of, he had become so accustomed to feeling invisible that he had adopted it as part of his persona. 
Charlie was biracial, though he rarely thought of himself as such. His father was of Scottish descent, by way of Boston, and his mother was of African American origin, via Washington, D.C. Given he had never once seen his father wear a kilt, and his mother's closest connection to Africa was a collection of dusty wooden masks that gave him the willies, Charlie thought the whole idea of ethnicity a bit silly. His sister, Layla, self-identified as black. Charlie self-identified as Charlie. It wasn't that he did not feel black. Rather, he did not believe he had to choose just to make others feel more comfortable. He had felt as close to his late paternal grandmother, Kate, who had alabaster skin and blue eyes, as he did to his maternal great-grandfather, Joe, who was the color of dark chocolate. Now, surrounded by a sea of multi-hued students, he delighted in his ability to blend in and disappear. His skin was his camouflage. He was a Tan American, and that was that.
Charlie had attended the same elementary school for six years, and the closest he had come to developing a friend was Jannet Rogers, whom, he believed, sat next to him his entire school career for the express purpose of getting on his nerves. He had been able to tolerate his lack of a social life by spending weekends at the Senior Center with his great-grandfather Joe, who was a life-long adventurer, a great story-teller, and a first-class grump. Charlie adored him. His great-grandfather was Charlie's one bright spot; however, lately, Joe had begun to slip into the unforgiving arms of senility. It was, to Charlie, like watching a brilliant light bulb slowly dim. He intended to enjoy every bit of light he could before the shadows took over.
This day, unfortunately, was not the weekend. It was a school Monday. If weekends were a bright spot, then school days were a dark abyss of endless torment - either that, or just extraordinarily boring, particularly to a genius kid with no friends. 
New middle school.
The words sat on his tongue, much in the way a long line of spit did when he let it dangle inches from the ground. Like drool, the words had a sickening aftertaste he tried hard not to think about. What if his new school were no different than the old one? What if the chance for a new start that his great-grandfather had promised was an illusion? What if being a lone wolf was to be his lot in life? 
Still, the idea of a new school, and the hope it implied, made his heart pound in his chest.
New.
The irony of that word was no lost on Charlie. It was almost criminal to call a school new, he believed, when he was sure it had been built by slaves. Sadly, his southeastern Virginia school was not named "The Zone." Instead, it had the mundane name of "Upper Peninsula Middle School." The building was an old two-story cinderblock structure, painted over in what could only be described as cream of puke green. The window sills were painted a deep emerald that portended to complement the puke walls, but really served a much more functional purpose. One had to be within inches to notice the dark paint covered endless layers of old paint. The nauseating color ensured no one could stand near enough the walls to notice the shoddy paint job. This produced the secondary benefit of keeping you from noticing how musty the old building smelled. Yes, from a distance, one would even think the school was built by people who had possessed the gift of fire. 
Unh, skool good! Charlie daydreamed, deciding that the builders would have celebrated, perhaps by sacrificing a goat. On closer inspection, Charlie was certain the school predated slavery — even ancient Egyptian slavery. He guessed that Adam and his sons Cain and Abel had probably directed Neanderthal migrant workers to build it. They would have used ground-up leaves for the paint color. Adam and Sons Construction, building schools since … well, the beginning. 
Charlie was standing pretty much to himself, nearest the side entrance. There were groups of other kids talking around him, as he silently scanned the crowd. He was an average height to slightly short sixth grader in a world of eighth graders. Nearest him was one kid with a goatee who had either been sent down to the minors from high school, or was a precociously young teacher. The torn t-shirt and the semi-glazed stare suggested he might not be too bright. "Yup, teacher for sure," Charlie giggled to himself.
Shoot. Not to himself. (He really needed to work on that.) 
He could feel Jannet (the Plannet) Rogers somewhere behind him roooollllinnng her eyes at him. She was a copper-haired, pencil-thin girl with all the charm and fashion sense of a eighteenth century schoolmarm. Charlie called her The Plannet (in his head) because of her world-class ego. 
You'd think straight A's for life meant you were smart or something. 
Charlie wasn't impressed with grades. That took way more paying attention than he wanted to deal with. He had taught himself to read at age four, mostly out of boredom, so had never acquired the skill of learning from others. Generally, he just daydreamed, and wished teachers would shut up so he could think. 
Charlie's dad would yell at him because of his grades, when, unbeknownst to Charlie, he was prodded by his wife into energizing his son's ambition. Charlie's mom would just give her famous "Do better baby, okay?" speech, and Charlie would, for her. A grading period of daydreams was almost always followed by a period of all A's except one B. Charlie hated straight A's. Only followers got straight A's as far as he was concerned. It was important to establish a healthy sense of independence when dealing with teachers.
As this was an important day, Charlie was dressed appropriately. He had on his lucky jeans with the torn left knee, a red polo shirt, and his favorite red canvas sneakers, with "Charlie" signed in ink, just above Chuck Taylor's signature. That little bit of art had gotten him a First Rate Butt Slap, his first since he was eight years old.
"Charlie, how many days did you go to work this week?" his father had asked, completely rhetorically. In his defense, the literal-minded Charlie often did not understand the concept of the rhetorical question. He had made the mistake of answering "one," since he had been at work with his mom that Thursday. Being a "Smart Alec" (whoever he was) was generally not tolerated in the Patterson household, it turned out. Still, looking at how awesome he looked in genuine Charlie Autographed sneaks had made it worthwhile. He did hate that Alec guy though, he remembered, absently rubbing his bottom.
"What doesn't kill you makes you stronger," his left brain reminded. 
Charlie called his left brain Chuck.
Now, it should be noted here that Charlie never thought of Chuck as his left brain. At eleven, the concept of left versus right brain was still alien to him. Nor did he think of it, exactly, as his logical side and his emotional side, though the two halves of his personality had been battling for control for as long as he could remember. No, to Charlie, he simply heard his mother's logical voice, Chuck, and his father's emotional one, Charlene. Chuck was tough, cool and efficient, like his mom, while Charlene was sensitive and emotional, like his dad. His dad wasn't gay, but he thought Charlene might be. A little. Chuck reminded him quite a bit of his Uncle Alexander, who was.
"Hey!" he heard himself yell, as he was crammed against the open door. He wondered, not a bit embarrassed, how long it had been open. The kids were in their first-day rush to establish territories in the new class rooms. It was positively the only day any of them would rush into the building when it wasn't raining.
All of the sixth-grade English classrooms were on the musty first floor except Charlie's. Due to an influx of newcomers in the area, there were more sixth graders than ever, and one lucky English class got to be on the second floor with the big shot eighth-graders. Charlie ran up the stairs, two at a time, looking as casual as he could make his face look. This decision could make or break his year. He couldn't mess it up.
Charlie hoped to sit in the middle of the classroom, the absolute center, nearest the windows and the faded pea-green walls. This was his strategic spot, the perfect placement. He rushed, in his most casual, "I don't care where I sit," walk that was, of course, about twice as fast as a casual walk should be. He didn't know for certain that anyone had figured out the perfect seat, but he reasoned he couldn't take chances with a decision as critical as location.
If he sat too close to the front, he was doomed on two levels. First, all the kids behind him, and they would all be behind him, would think he was a suck up. A teacher's baby. A sissy. Or worse of all, a "you think you're smart, doncha?" kid, the kind who is automatically a target for anyone who thinks in fact they themselves are not so smart. But he wasn't really so worried about them. If he sat way up front, Mrs. Taylor would know for sure he wasn't paying attention. 
Mrs. Taylor had been Charlie's fifth grade teacher. She had probably been a sweet lady back in the old days — the 1980s — when she started teaching. However, too many years of the teaching the same thing had taken its toll on her patience, especially with smart-mouthed boys who did not seem to know their own potential. Still, even though she made picking on Charlie in class her hobby, and once made him cry, he could tell she liked him. That made it even worse. 
Just when he was celebrating making her a faded memory, she announced she was following her "favorite goof-off" to teach in Middle School. Charlie had being having school nightmares ever since. Being supernaturally lucky — in the way that deer are lucky on dark roads when trucks are near — he had managed to get Mrs. Taylor for English. 
"Yay." Charlie gave a flat-line cheer in his head at the thought of sharing puberty with her. Maybe it would stunt his development, and he'd never have to suffer through liking girls. No, anytime a girl would try to steal his soul with her dark magic, he'd just picture ol' Mrs. Taylor's pudgy red face. And her voice. The voice that made cats cry. He actually saw her make butter melt once just by singing to it. Really.
If he sat in the front of the classroom, she'd probably call on him just to embarrass him when he was drawing his important sketches in the margins of his notepaper. That was just … sick. He could imagine her scratchy, "I got you now, boy," voice, with her smug little half smile. 
He could almost hear the kids giggle behind him as he sweated under her gaze. "Um, could you repeat the question," he would ask timidly. Her face would contort into a raptor's grin, and she'd actually begin to drool with the thought of fresh boy kill. And, with the appropriate perverse delight, she'd repeat the question, and add a second part to it since he wasn't listening.
Then, he knew, there would be an almost perfect silence. The room would fill with the sweet smell of anticipated humiliation. There would be nary a sound, as the kids behind Charlie wouldn't want to miss a second of his fumbling answer. The corner of Mrs. Taylor's mouth would begin to curl in an up-turned, knowing smile …  
Then he would answer the questions. Correctly. He would then add some stuff she hadn't taught yet. Man, would they all hate his stinking guts — again. No, he'd been down that road before. The front of the classroom was right out.  
As he entered the classroom, Jannet Rogers gave him her usual look, which he knew meant she considered him to be an alien life form. Jannet turned her head quickly away, her hair strands all moving in perfect unison, none daring to fall out of step. No, a misplaced hair would suffer the humiliation of a firm brushing, followed by chemical warfare. There were two kinds of hair in the world: good hair, and hair that you beat into submission. If you can't be good, at least be quiet. Jannet had quiet hair. Quiet, and red, an odd combination, to say the least. The thought of that made him snicker.
Jannet turned her eyes toward him, somehow not changing the position of her head, and gave him a full five-second eye roll before turning away. "Pa. The. Tic," was all she decided he was worth. Jannet was wearing a long white dress with small, tan polka dots. Her freckled face was fixed ahead, ignoring him. Charlie thought it odd that a pale girl dotted with freckles would choose to wear a dress the same colors as her skin. It was like some weird Rogers camouflage. 
"Would you stop staring at me, Patterson?" Jannet startled him by saying. "You. Are. So. Creepy."
Charlie hadn't realized he was staring, and hoped she wasn't stupid enough to think it meant her liked her. To disprove that notion, he decided to ignore her back (as usual), and began putting his new pencils neatly on his desk, and grinning to himself in his inside grin. Outwardly, he had a look that resembled someone whom had just smelled cheese for the first time. But inside, he was grinning — big time. It was his perfect-middle-desk-spot grin.
Charlie could have probably lived with being stuck in the front, although the prospect of going through another year labeled as the weird, smart, all-day daydreamer made him cringe. Even worse than that would have been to be stuck in the back. First of all, you had the same problems as in the front. Only this time, Ms. Taylor would call on you quicker since she was sure the only reason any kid would sit back there was to goof off.
She had obviously never smelled her own breath.
Even scarier, in the back was where the Tough Kids sat. They were big, they were mean, they were dumb, and proud of it. The back was Willie Green(teeth)'s territory. (But you never, ever, called him green teeth to his face. To be safe, you never brought up the subject of pimples either, lest you make Willie start feeling self-conscious, whereupon he would pound you into dust.) If Charlie sat back there, in between getting smacked in the head, or punched in the arm, or just kicked all day long, he'd have to choose between answering wrong on purpose and living, or answering right, and risk getting killed after school. You do not come into Willie Green's territory and make him look bad. You also don't stick your tongue in a light socket. Well, you'd probably do that before messing with Willie Green. Willie had failed the third grade twice (rumor said) and so he was actually fifteen (supposedly) which is why he was huge. 
"His mama is why he is ugly," Charlene offered. Charlie snickered again, which evoked a deep sigh from Jannet.
Charlie just couldn't risk being asked a question in the back of the classroom. He had rarely answered anything wrong on purpose in his life, and he was really afraid he'd forget. Once, in the second grade, he had tried that and got so scared he forgot what answer was wrong. So he froze, and said nothing. The teacher made him stay in the classroom until he gave her an answer. Charlie sat in the classroom, with the teacher, listening to the sounds of students' joyous departure. He heard the buses leave on by one, their diesel stench wafting through the windows and mixing with the classroom's normal musty smell. 
His teacher had simply glared at him, and every ten minutes or so would wave her flabby arms at him and ask, "Are you ready to answer now, Mr. Patterson?" Of course, by then, he had remembered the answer, but couldn't think of a way to answer it, and still save face. So, he kept his silent vigil, and tried his best not to make eye contact with the teacher. His mom finally came and picked him up at 5:30. She was pissed. He would quit school before risking that again.
So, after much consideration, he had found his perfect spot — right in the middle with the normal kids (except Jannet, who was abnormal, but sitting right next to him), next to the window for a good sunny daydream, and nowhere near Willie Green. 
Teeth. 
He nervously looked around in case Willie might have heard him think that. Charlie saw people do that on Twilight Zone once, and had wondered ever since. 
He satisfied himself that Willie didn't even know he existed, judging by how Willie was now busy chanting quietly to Jannet, "I see your hiney, it's pink and shiny." Charlie noted that although Jannet frowned appropriately, she didn't sigh or roll her eyes at Willie. That meant Charlie must be especially annoying, or she actually liked Willie. Well, she sure didn't like Charles Robert Spencer Patterson, which was just fine with him. Jannet usually refused to even call him Charlie, preferring the moniker Patterson, or Charles, lest he mistake her "for someone who cares." 
Yep, this looked like it was going to be a normal, quiet year. Heck, if he was lucky, no one would even remember he was there.
 
###
 
Charlie, for being a thoughtful, insightful boy, had a knack for being absolutely wrong about many things. Maybe it could be attributed to his age, or the fact that he was smarter than he was wise. Whatever the reason, it was not at all unusual for him to be absolutely certain of  a thing's occurrence, only to have the opposite happen. Quiet year? Hardly.
This became evident to Charlie, when upon climbing onto the bus for the trip home after his victorious first day, he looked up to see Mrs. Thornwood, his snarling second-grade teacher behind the [End of Sample]
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