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Chapter 1

J

JOURNAL ENTRY: AUGUST 31, 2001

I’m required to keep a journal. Mom decided I should go to this

private school in Baltimore, and they make us do this journal

thing. The new school couldn’t be worse than my ninth grade year

at my totally lame high school here in the county. Boring doesn’t

begin to describe it. But this journal stuff is bogus. We have to show

up in September with a minimum of five thousand words written in

our own handwriting. They won’t read what we write unless we want

them to. They just check to see if we’ve done it. If we absolutely can-

not think of something to say, we can just copy stuff from either

Shakespeare tragedies, Frost poetry, the King James Version of the

Old Testament, or a David McCullough history book. Jesus, what a

waste of a perfectly good summer. They suggest we write about our-

selves a little and then just talk about our summer or some stuff we

care about. We can even write poetry or short stories. 

So here goes.

I’m Jake. I’m fifteen. I’m about five foot eight and three quar-

ters, and it really pisses me off that it looks like I’m about done

growing. My mother, Karen, is only about five-four, and I’m told my

dad was about five-nine. The only grandparent I’ve known, Pops,

was only about five-seven before he died earlier this summer. You’d



think he’d have been taller being a Texan, but he was a shrimp. I come

from a family of squirts, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, but it still

pisses me off. 

Let me see . . . brown hair, brown eyes, about one hundred and

forty-five pounds. I play soccer but I love baseball—second base, only

guy to make the varsity as a ninth grader last spring, hit .320. Good

student, straight A’s, but you’d need to be totally brain-dead to get bad

grades at my old school. I think that’s why Mom’s making me go to

this private school, St. Stephen’s. I did no work and I didn’t have to

read much of anything, and it made her completely crazy so she made

me take this entrance test. I guess I must have done OK, because this

St. Stephen’s is supposed to be real selective (I think that means stuck-

up), and they took me with a huge scholarship grant because there’s

no other way we could swing the tuition. It’s not my choice, but fight-

ing with Mom, once she’s made up her mind on something, is a waste

of energy. It’s an all boys school for Christ’s sake. I’m gonna go crazy

without any chicks around. And they bring in kids from all over the

city so nobody knows anybody else until they get there. I’m told it’s

real religious and the work is harder than hell. You’ve got to wear a

blue blazer, a school tie, a button-down blue dress shirt, khaki pants

with a belt, brown tie shoes, and dark socks. It sounds like a frigging

military academy. I’m guessing that the whole thing’ll be a bummer.

Maybe it’ll be worse than being bored to death up here in the county.

Time will tell.

The other thing this school does to totally screw up my summer is

reading. We have to get either the Sunday New York Times or the

Sunday Washington Post. Not only do we have to read it, we have to

collect all the articles about Europe in a scrapbook. This is some part

of their “core curriculum” that they call “Humanities,” and in the tenth

grade it focuses on Modern Europe and European literature. To make
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things worse, since I missed their core ninth grade Humanities course,

I have to read a ton of books that the class read last year to keep from

being behind. I guess they don’t take too many kids into tenth grade

because they want you to have their whole program. I’ve gotta read

some books called Poets, Prophets, Priests and Kings, about the

Hebrews, These Were the Greeks, These Were the Romans, excerpts from

The Iliad, and a play called Antigone. I’d bag the whole thing but Mom

has me on a schedule. I read for two hours every morning. But that’s

not all. There’s the regular summer reading for the tenth grade. I gotta

read a book that’s all in French. It’s L’Etranger by a guy named Camus,

and it is plenty weird as far as I can understand it. Then I have to read

All’s Quiet On the Western Front—some novel, The World Lit Only by

Fire—a history book, and Hamlet—one of Shakespeare’s numbers.

How’s that for a great summer?! That sucks is what it does. I’ve

been reading almost around the clock, it seems to me. I’ll admit that

some of the books are OK, but I hate reading during my summer.

How I spend my summer should be none of the school’s damn busi-

ness!

It was almost a relief when Pops died. I know that sounds awful,

and I loved him and all that, but he’d been really sick and miserable

for about ten months, ever since he had a stroke. Mom and me and

my little sister, Steph, went down to Austin for a week when he died.

Mom got off my back and I did absolutely zero reading. Excellent! I

guess I got all my sadness out when Pops had his stroke. Mom spent

lots of time flying back and forth to Austin all year and she said he

couldn’t speak and couldn’t move his right side at all. I have trouble

imagining that. He was about as active as an eighty-year-old guy could

be. His funeral creeped me out a little. The rest of the week we got to

do stuff with Mom that Pops used to do with us whenever we visited

him in Austin. It was almost like he was with us.
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We had a picnic just when it was getting dark, near this bridge

that goes over Town Lake in Austin. A zillion bats flew out from under

it. Pops used to love that. He came down at least once a week, drank

a Shiner’s Bock beer out of a longneck, which he claimed was a reli-

gious experience, and he fished off the bank while watching the bats.

It would have been more fun with him there, but it was pretty good

just with Mom and Steph.

We went swimming at Barton Springs. Pops did that every week

just about year-round and claimed there was no place in the world like

it. It’s a different kind of place, maybe about a hundred yards long and

thirty yards across, but I’m bad on dimensions. Anyway, it’s real big. It

has grassy banks rising up from dark stone walls. There are lots of good

shade trees, and in the summer, the water feels like ice. Pops used to

say there was nothing better than Barton Springs to cure the effects of

a Texas summer day. Steph and I swam and ran around for about two

hours while Mom sat in the shade and watched us. It was great.

Then there was this awesome restaurant where you sit out on a

wooden deck and look out over the Texas hill country and eat these

unbelievable ribs and brisket and sausage and beans. Pops said it was

his favorite place to eat himself sick. That’s what Steph and I did.

Mom smiled watching us stuff ourselves, and I ate her meal ’cause she

didn’t have much appetite.

The funeral itself was awful. At least it was short. This little

Episcopal Church was packed. Pops had taught in the UT

Engineering School for forty years, from shortly after WWII until he

was seventy. God, it was hot in there, and in the graveyard, the sun just

about baked my brains right through my skull. I admit I didn’t hear

much of the service—I was pretty much sweating and dehydrating. I

did notice that they played “From the Halls of Montezuma to the

Shores of Tripoli . . .” which I used to sing with Pops, and I heard the
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preacher say something about Pops being “a quiet hero not just in war,

which we all know about, but also in the dignity with which he lived

his life in both good times and bad.” I heard the words, “humility,

honor, and humanity.” I know I should have listened better but it was

just so hot. 

The only cool thing about the whole thing was the Marine Honor

Guard in the cemetery. They handed Mom a folded-up flag with a

bunch of medals pinned on it. Then they fired off rifles and a guy

played taps. Mom had tears all over her face and kept on leaning over

to squeeze my leg and ask me how I was doing. Steph was on the other

side of her, and Mom was doing the same thing with her. When the

whole thing was over, there was a reception in the Parish Hall, which

was air-conditioned. What a relief! Bunches of folks came by to talk to

Mom, people who must have known her as a girl in Austin, but there

wasn’t much for Steph and me to do but drink lemonade and eat these

little white bread sandwiches, which I ate a ton of. 

We got back home at the end of July. It was damn near as hot in

Maryland as it was in Texas. That’s the way it’s been all August. I’ve

been playing in the Baltimore County Summer Baseball League.

That’s OK, but our team isn’t strong and my play has been marginal.

I’m getting way out in front of every off-speed pitch. At least my field-

ing has held up. I’m actually error free for the season.

Jesus . . . I’m running out of stuff to say and I’m not anywhere

close to 5,000 words. Oh, I know another reason this summer sucks.

My stepbrother Hank isn’t around. He lived at our house about half

the time all the way through seventh grade. Then me and him ran into

a little trouble, and he spent less time at our house. We saw each other

lots during eighth grade again, but then my Mom threw my stepfather,

who was Hank’s dad, out of the house. It sure took me by surprise.

Mom only said that relationships are complicated and this one wasn’t
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working. “We’re not going to talk about blame here, Jake. It takes two

people to break up a marriage.” That was no answer, but Hank called

me on the phone and said he was pretty sure that his dad was fooling

around with other women. I asked him how he knew, and he said that’s

how his dad screwed up his first marriage. The explanation makes

sense as Mom’s about as straight and narrow as you get. Anyway,

when they broke up, I saw Hank even less. Then last fall, Hank’s

mom’s new husband got some techie job down in Norfolk, Virginia, so

Hank moved away with them. We talked over the phone for a while,

but that stopped. Hank was always up for some crazy stuff. He loved

his mountain bike and could always think of something goofy to do. 

Hank’s heart used to get way out in front of his head. It got him

and sometimes me in trouble. Like at school, he used to dis the real

boring teachers, and he refused to do work that was what he called

“too dumb for the dumb.” I remember once at an Orioles baseball

game, he got all pissed off at some racist redneck yelling stuff at the

players. I saw he was getting ready to fight with these big assholes, so

I ran and got an usher. Sure enough, Hank started screaming, and the

ushers showed up just in time to save his skinny, crazy little butt. How

can you do anything but like a kid like that? But he sure didn’t think

things through. He was like a walking conscience with no brakes. I

don’t have anybody like that around me these days. I miss him.

The other thing about this divorce is that I can’t do what I want

’cause there’s no cash. Mom says she got the house, and it’s paid off,

but that’s it. I used to be able to go to movies, and if I wanted stuff, I

could pretty much get it. That’s over. We eat pasta for every meal, it

seems, and Mom spends her life looking for good deals. Being poor

sucks. Let’s face it, I like money.

So, it’s me, Mom, and Steph. What else is there? . . . My real dad.

He died before I knew him. Mom was pregnant with Steph when he
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was killed instantly in a car accident. I was almost three. I keep a pic-

ture of him holding me next to my bed. He was a gastroenterologist

or something at Johns Hopkins, taught at the medical school, and had

a private practice. He and Mom met while they were undergraduates

at the University of Pennsylvania. He played baseball at Penn before

going to med school at Emory. Mom followed him around while he did

residencies and internships and other training type deals, and she

found work in publishing houses, or as an editor at magazines, or

some such stuff. When I came along she became a full-time mom. She

went back to work after she threw my stepfather out. She always

seems pissed off and in a hurry. Sometimes it drives me a little nuts.

5,000 words for Christ’s sake! What else is there? . . . Oh, it’s

Labor Day weekend. That’s why I’m trying to get this stuff done all at

once. I want to have the rest of the weekend free because there’s a new

kid orientation all day Tuesday, then we do some class thing for the

tenth grade on Wednesday, then we have some sort of all-day aca-

demic and athletic orientation along with what they call the Opening

Convocation on Thursday. On Friday we do a full day of classes. Then

on Saturday morning, we’re introduced to our community service

options, whatever they are, and we do sports in the afternoon. The

returning boys will all start sports on Tuesday and have practice

Tuesday through Saturday, but us new kids don’t go to that. They say

sports are real big at St. Stephen’s, but they don’t believe sports prac-

tice should start before school starts up in the fall. They delay their

opening games until after the first two weeks of school so the teams

can get ready. This all seems pretty weird if you ask me. Out here in

the county, the kids have been playing football and soccer for most of

August. Sports rule! St. Stephen’s is a little behind the times.

What the school does do during August is send out a bunch of let-

ters. Christ, we must have had a dozen of them waiting for us when
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we got back from Texas, and another bunch have come since then.

Most of them were just form stuff, but some of them were a little

weird. The principal, which St. Stephen’s calls the rector, is this woman

named Mary White. Mom read her welcome letter out loud to me,

and then we had to talk about it. It was real long and talked about the

school’s goals and expectations and stuff. They seem to care more

about lots of little things that they never talked about out here in the

county. And, get this, they’ve got one rule, no rulebook, no nothing.

It’s just “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” That’s

it. The place must be chaos. We had to sign a form saying that we had

read the letter, and that we understood that the school could choose

to dismiss a student or not invite a student back “in its sole discretion

and for any or no reason.” Sounds like if I want to leave, it’ll be pretty

easy to find my way back to the county.

I admit to being impressed by the little note at the bottom of the

letter in the principal’s own handwriting. She knew to call me “Jake”

and not Jackson, which is my real name, and she hoped I was having

fun playing baseball. She apologized that I had extra reading to do

because that was a tough load, but it was important to help me have

the same background as my classmates so I wouldn’t be at a disad-

vantage. She said good luck, and said she looked forward to seeing me

soon. That’s pretty cool. I barely ever saw my old principal, though

Hank sure saw him a lot more than he wanted.

I also got a letter from my advisor, George Meader, who will teach

me Geometry and who is the varsity baseball coach. He sounds pret-

ty cool, has a wife and two kids, has been at the school for thirteen

years, and loves to mountain bike. He even called me on the phone,

and we talked for about a half-hour. He runs the Environmental Club

for Community Services on Saturdays, so maybe I’ll sign up for that.

Joel Kohn called me too. He’s my student advisor. He sounded
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pretty cool too, though he says he hates sports and is way into singing

and “technical theatre,” whatever that is. He says he likes to go up to

New York for plays and stuff, and that there’s real good music and the-

atre in Baltimore, too. He called himself “the kike with a mike,” and I

didn’t know what to say. He said, “I’m kidding, man; there’s lots of us

Jews at St. Stephen’s, but we’re a minority there like everywhere else,

so you gotta laugh.” I said, “Whatever.” He says he’ll take me to this

blues club if I want. That’ll be good.

Well, I’m guessing I’m within a thousand words of 5,000, and that

should be good enough. I’ve been up most of the frigging night trying

to get this done. My scrapbook’s done. The books are read. Mom

would have driven me completely crazy if I hadn’t done that stuff, so

there really wasn’t much choice.

I’m a little scared about this whole thing. I don’t know a single

person at this school, and I’m getting the idea that they push students

pretty hard. I’m not sure what Mom has gotten me into—all boys, uni-

forms, stuff you have to do on Saturdays, lots of religious stuff . . . As

Dorothy said in Mom’s favorite movie, the one that I saw as a kid

about a zillion times: “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto!”
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