Carl's legs were turning spidery and purple. 

It was November, it was Nebraska, and it was exactly fifty degrees outside. Carl consulted the ancient garden thermometer staked to the side of the track—the one the elementary school students used for their weather unit. It had warped and rusted in several places, leaving its accuracy questionable. Whatever it was, it was still cold, and Carl was wearing, as any good student should, his P.E. uniform, with the shorts that came halfway down his thighs and promptly stopped, as though someone had forgotten to finish sewing them. He was six four. The size that fit all did not fit Carl. 

Carl usually found himself the exclusion from the eternal "all". He followed the edge of the track, walking slowly and picking at the bandages wrapped around his hand. Babcia had been making stew with onions. She and his parents refused to cut them—any display of emotion, however onion-related, simply was not allowed. Carl did not have the same problem. But to make up for the lack of tears, the knife had jerked to the side into the palm of his hand, bleeding little lines onto the cutting board.

It was not a deep cut, but it was long and annoying. The stitches were beginning to bother him, pulling when he flexed his hand. 

He shoved it into the pocket of his New Prague Consolidated Public School sweatshirt—the old design, before they had shortened it to NPCPS. The print was uneven and pushed together in odd places, in an attempt to fit the name on the front. 

To the side of the track was a basketball court with the pavement covered in a mat of dead weeds, now being ripped up by the well-worn athletic shoes of his classmates. Coach Daniels was standing with his clipboard, making little scribbles in the margins of his attendance sheet. His eyebrows were pulled together in constant irritation. He had high cholesterol, and had recently been put on a vegetarian diet, which seemed to greatly add to his perpetual bitterness. 

As was usual in Carl's P.E. class, social strata were clearly defined. It was human nature in its primitive form, with the alpha males sweating and making glorious plays, their lackeys on the outskirts, looking fierce and intimidating for the sake of looking fierce and intimidating. The alpha female was seated on the bleachers, making snarky comments and twisting her hair. Beta female was next to her, and their disciples languished around them, laughing at things that weren't funny and saying things that weren't true. 

He’d been watching some sort of gory nature documentary about lion prides. Apparently, the head lion and lioness mated. He wasn’t sure about Chad and Laura, but thinking about mating made him queasy.

It was all his classmates could think about. Carl didn't fit. He had squeezed—he really had tried. It had ended on his back, ears ringing, foul ball-sized indent in his skull. 

"Malloy!"  He had been Discovered, by an enraged Coach Daniels. "Get your sorry ass over here right now."

Carl bowed his head, subservient. The Alpha and her disciples looked at him, giggling nervously. 

He held out his hand in surrender, avoiding eye contact with Coach himself and instead focusing on the ring of keys balancing on the top of his great gut. "I hurt my hand. Do I have to play today?"

"Do I have to play 'Call Malloy a Pansy' today?" 

"No, sir," said Carl. "I just thought…by walking I could meet my personal physical fitness goals without having to, you know. Hurt myself." 

"Your personal physical fitness goals?" 

"Uhm, yeah."

Play around the outer edges had stopped. Carl felt as though a great spotlight were shining down from above—at least it would warm his legs. "Do you know what my personal fitness goals include?"

"Uhm—"

"That's right. Kicking your ass." 

Someone dared to laugh. Carl could feel his brain tissue dying; some little animal in his cranial cavity chewing away, whispering escape.
"Er, Coach? Can I go to the bathroom?"

It was the best he could come up with. 

He didn't dare wait for an answer. He bowed his head once more and jogged inside, the warm, still air coating his body like a blanket, knees creaking in their sockets as his bones warmed. 

Someone had sketched a penis between the popsicle-stick legs of the boys' locker room sign. Someone else had attempted to cover it up with a razorblade, and had failed miserably, leaving behind a torrent of plastic shavings. Carl pushed open the door, only to view the back of Chad Arthur. 

Chad Arthur was one of those people who seemed to fit perfectly into New Prague. He was stocky and strong, with arms built for husking corn or rounding up cattle or wrestling savages, with X-Box strengthened thumbs and skin tanned by the plasma screen, head molded perfectly into the shape of a football helmet. 

He was not the sort of person Carl wanted to be alone with, or with, for that matter. The door shut quickly behind him as he backed out and went to collect his backpack from the pile by the side of the wall. 

Shoulders burdened, he walked up the corridor and sat down behind a row of lockers until the first students began to trickle from the locker room. Soon they would come in clumps and then he would be entirely alone—alone to style his hair and warm his legs beneath the hand dryer and all sorts of lovely changing room pastimes. He slid his backpack onto the floor and went in, keeping his eyes on the ground, following tile grout up to his locker. 

There were Evan feet next to his locker, shifting as he searched for a shirt. Carl was very conscious of his half-nudity. 

Carl, though aware of the wrongness of objectifying others, considered Evan a star—a dense ball of loveliness that radiated heat. The problem was, you could not look at an Evan Star directly, lest your eyes fry, pupils contracting until you could see no longer. 

It was like playing Hot Lava on the playground. A grim, fiery death would overcome him if he were to submit to temptation. 

Carl took out his clothes and unfolded them carefully, waiting until Evan was finished to perform the actual act of changing. 

He soon left, his voice booming thereafter from a bench in the corner. 

Carl put on his jeans and buttoned his shirt and folded his P.E. clothes and waited. They were still not gone. 

He tied his tie and began to brush tentatively at his hair with his fingers. 

He played with the buckle of his belt. The belt was the last resort—it took a good fifteen seconds to find the correct hole and secure it. 

He bent to the slot below his locker and felt for his shoes. They were strangely absent. 

Carl gulped and looked frantically beneath the bench, in the other slots, around the corner. The boys sitting on the bench were staring at him, considering him intently. 

Carl did not like to be Noticed in such a way. 

His fixed his Customer Service smile firmly on his lips and stepped up to the edge of the bench. All too late, he realized he was still holding his belt, clacking the buckle like some strange castanet. 

"Uhm," he said, carefully. "Have you guys seen my shoes?"

Evan looked up at him, grinning. "I haven't seen your shoes—have you seen them, Chad?"

Chad snorted and kicked something. 

Both of Carl's shoes—which just happened to be terribly chic and slip-on---slid out from beneath the bench. They were damp. 

Carl looked at them dubiously. The bench-sitters exploded into laughter. 

He bent down next to them. Liquid was pooled near the heels, warm and reeking slightly. "You…you peed in my shoes." 

More laughter. Carl was reviled. There was a point when even the best of employees simply could not keep composures, and Chad had just arrived there. 

"Hilarious," said Evan, snorting through his nose.

"Actually, no. You peed in my shoes." 

They continued to carry on as Carl tried to pick them up. The left one fell apart at the seams, leaving a canvas sheet and a rubber sole separated, liquid sloshing and pooling on the tile floor. 

"Bastards."
Carl suddently felt himself pressed up against the wall with his belt holding his neck in place, looking into the eyes of a very angry Chad Arthur. 

It was a nice belt. It was Ralph Lauren. But it was also asphyxiating him. 

Evan shoved his feet into the shoes. Carl could feel his head spinning, ears ringing, chest sucking in nothing. 

He came to the sudden realization that he could quite possibly die. 

Carl swung out his non-injured hand. 

It collided with something warm. That warm thing souned a sickening crack and shifted to the side, spurting blood that dripped from Chad's face onto Carl's jeans.

He dropped the belt. Carl fell to the floor and began to crawl to the door, gasping for breath, throat raw and tender. 

Somehow, he found himself in the principal's office, socks damp and jeans bloody, staring down the jowels of Mrs. Hemlock herself. 

It was somewhat of a novelty, almost. Carl Malloy, the straight-B student. The first of two trombones. The boy who did everything in his power to stay average, in the principal's office. 

He found himself taking in the décor. It was mainly photographs of people holding hands and geysers and bald eagles—inspirational images. Carl, however, was not feeling inspired. He was feeling exhausted, the strain of his parents staring at him from either side of the table draining. 

How could you do this to us?
Not only was Carl a screw-up and a child-fattener and an MTV watcher, he was a volatile screw-up and child-fattener and MTV watcher. He was a disappointment. 

"It seems the attack was entirely unprovoked," said Mrs. Hemlock. "Do you have any explanations for your actions, young man?"

Carl looked at her. "He, er, peed in my shoes."

"You should not have responded with violence."

"But he—"

"Violence is never the answer, Mr. Malloy." She regarded his parents, both sweating slightly. "He is obviously a very troubled boy."

"A…troubled boy?"

Carl's father looked at her, pleading. Things like this didn't happen in corporate families. He would be the gossip of the century—the Chairman of the Committee for Cattle Affairs, with a delinquent son.

It was terrible. It was embarrasing. 

"Troubled adolescents like your son need tender, loving care to grow and abandon their ways of violence," she said, sounding empassioned. It was probably the inspirational posters. "He needs someone to understand him."

"We understand him."

"He needs a professional to understand him." Mrs. Hemlock jotted something down on a notepad. "A good friend of mine is a counselor dealing mainly with aggressive cases, like your son. I'll call ahead so you can see her straight away and get his anger straightened out." 

Carl felt slightly indignant. "But Mrs. Hemlock, I have—"

"Denial is never the answer."

It seemed that whatever Carl did, it was simply not right. He should have known better. He should have known that Chad's illegitimate birth was a sensitive topic. He should have known about his health—prostate cancer at sixteen. When a man had to go, a man had to go. 

Carl should have been proud to own shoes that had collected the urine of Chad Arthur. It was a veritable honor. 

"Let me get this straight," said Carl's father, laughing. "You want my son—to see a shrink?"

"Not a shrink. A specialist."

"Can't we just—"

Mrs. Hemlock glared. "You are going to Dr. Kaufman. I am issuing a four day suspension. I trust you will make use of this time." 

Four days—when was the Freaky Asian Chick arriving?

Carl felt a nervous pit form in his stomach. She, though freaky, Asian, and a chick, was his hope for survival. She was the only one who would know him as a completely blank slate, and not That Redhead Kid or the Kid Who Punched Chad Arthur. 

Carl, frankly, was toast. He was dead meat.

He was a veritable dead meat on toast sandwich. 

