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air gap noun

1. the virtual space between 
a secure computer and an 
unsecured network, such as the 
internet; defined by the absence 
of any connection ever made with 
the secure device

2. the bubble surrounding 
virgin technology; any laptop, 
smartphone, or tablet that hasn’t 
popped its internet cherry

3. a safe space but just one 
connection away from total chaos 
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April 1st of my freshman year, I saw something I will never 
unsee. That was the day Jordan Bishop walked into the 
Haver High cafeteria and set himself on fire. And even 
though it was April Fools’ Day, it was no joke.

The kid soaked himself in gasoline and lit a match.
On purpose.
And the sickest part is he didn’t even die right away. A 

lunch monitor shot him with a fire extinguisher until he 
was covered in foam, and two days later, at the hospital, 
his parents took him off life support.

For weeks, whenever I closed my eyes, I would see a 
Jordan- shaped wall of flames behind my eyelids. But I was 
lucky, because I was at the other end of the cafeteria and 
only saw fire. Kids who were closer saw what the fire did 
to him, so they’ll all be messed up pretty much forever.

We spent the rest of the semester awkwardly avoiding 
the burn marks in the linoleum and pretending to be 
surprised that someone at our school could be treated so 
terribly that he wanted to off himself. When classes started 
back up in the fall, the cafeteria had a new floor, and every 
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I gagged as my cheek pressed against the dirty porcelain. 
I’d have preferred another punch.

‘I heard you,’ I groaned through my teeth.
Heard you pressuring that girl to hurry up and pee on the 

stick. Heard you accusing her of skipping her birth control 
pills.

Really, this was partially my fault – well, mine and the 
bathroom door’s. The door of the East Wing toilets always 
took an annoyingly long time to close, and when it finally 
did seal shut, it made this heavy suction sound that echoed 
off all the porcelain and tile.

In hindsight, that meant I had ample time to exit the 
boys’ room as soon as I heard a girl’s voice, and I definitely 
should have turned around and walked out when I 
recognised Malcolm’s voice in the stall with her.

But instead I stood there listening like a creep until the 
door betrayed me with its big bang. The second Malcolm 
heard it, he’d flown from the stall, ushering the girl out 
with one hand while the other slammed me against the 
wall.

Pro tip for the physically inferior and/or socially 
awkward nerdling: When questioned by the big dude with 
the fists about how much you overheard, do not parrot it 
all back to him.

Malcolm increased the pressure on my skull. ‘If you tell 

wall in every hallway had a fire- engine red No Bully Zone 
sign. To the credit of the Haver High student body, some 
of the signs hadn’t even been vandalised yet.

Exactly one year to the day after Jordan Bishop’s fire 
show, I was bleeding under one of those signs in the 
second- floor East Wing bathroom.

I had felt Malcolm’s fist before it hit my face. That 
moment just before impact was an instant that lasted an 
eternity, and when Malcolm’s knuckles finally connected 
with my eye socket, I almost welcomed it, because then at 
least the suspense was over.

Now I was on the floor next to a urinal, pain exploding 
over my left eye.

Malcolm crouched down and leaned in close until his 
red hair and freckled face filled my vision. It was some kind 
of biological joke that a guy like Malcolm Mahoney would 
get a spray of spots on his cheeks and nose that made him 
look perpetually twelve years old and innocent.

‘You saw nothing, got it?’
He was right about that. I hadn’t seen anything at all.
He raised his fist again, and I braced for another blow. 

But at the last second, he opened his thick fingers and 
gripped one side of my head, pushing me over into the 
urinal.

‘Did you hear me?’



4 5

‘Looking forward to it,’ I answered. I held up my hand 
in the two- finger salute I’d learned back in Cub Scouts 
and held it there until he stood and turned his back to me. 
When the bathroom door slammed shut behind him, my 
hand twisted into the one- finger salute I had also learned 
in Scouts.

Malcolm assumed because I looked a certain way  – 
skinny and slouchy in a uniform of wrinkled jeans and 
perpetually messy hair – that I must be a book nerd, just 
like I assumed because he wore sleeveless muscle Ts and 
had a tribal tattoo on his upper arm that he must be a 
prick. The difference was, in his case, I was right.

As for me, I was more computer- nerd than book- nerd. 
In two years of high school, I had barely cracked a 

book. And barely was all it took at Haver. I was acing all 
my classes, save one, with minimum effort. But I had no 
complaints about being unchallenged. I spent most of 
my waking hours on my laptop, and schoolwork would 
only be a distraction. Besides, I’d never really had the 
patience for reading. Some might argue it takes more 
patience to spend hours in front of a screen coding, but 
that was different  – mainly because I could do it with 
music blaring through my headphones and Red Bull in  
my veins.

Although at the moment I was wishing I’d spent a little 

anyone about this, you will be in even deeper shit than  
I am.’

Unless the name on her paternity test comes up Eli Bennett 
instead of Malcolm Mahoney, I highly doubt it.

But I kept the thought to myself. Even if I’d wanted to 
share it out loud, I was too afraid to open my mouth again, 
for fear of letting something disgusting in. I was so close 
to the urinal’s deodorizing cake I was practically eating it.

A whimper of a sound escaped my lips, and I hated how 
small and pathetic it made me feel. But it was also effective. 
Malcolm released me finally and tilted back on his heels, 
apparently satisfied he’d made his point. When he spoke 
again, his tone was almost conversational.

‘Consider this your sex- ed lesson for the day.’ He 
knotted his hair with his fist, looking smaller than usual 
for a second, before he seemed to remember who he was 
talking to. He laughed and slugged me on the shoulder. 
‘Not that you’d know anything about that, right, Bennett?’

I managed not to roll my eyes, thanks to the newly 
tenderised area around the left socket.

Malcolm stood up and brushed his hands on his jeans, 
as if he’d contaminated them by touching me. Maybe he 
thought my virginity was contagious. ‘I’ll be checking in 
on you,’ he said. ‘Just to make sure you remember this is 
our little secret.’
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water, no pull of towels from the dispenser, only the 
squeak – not quite fingernails- on- a- chalkboard awful but 
still enough to give me the chills. Then the sound suddenly 
stopped, and the kid and his shoes moved toward the door.

When I was finally alone, I flushed the toilet out of habit 
and stepped out of the stall to check out the damage to my 
face. Only it wasn’t my reflection I saw in the mirror. It 
was a smear of black marker scrawled across the reflective 
surface.

01000001 01100100 01110010 01100101 01110011 

01110100 01101001 01100001

It would have looked like gibberish to most people, but 
my brain instantly clicked into gear, translating. It was 
basic binary – obviously just letters – but I only knew the 
first one at a glance, a capital A. The others would take me 
a few minutes to work out, but the more pressing riddle 
was why the guy left the note at all – and in code I could 
read. Did he know me? And if so, why didn’t he help me 
out instead of tucking up his feet and hiding on a toilet 
like a coward?

Better a coward than a cliché, getting my ass kicked in the 
boys’ room by the school thug.

A warning bell blared through the East Wing, and I was 
out of time for translating. I snapped a photo of the mirror 
with my phone, then used a wet paper towel to wipe away 

less time programming and a little more time learning 
how to block a punch.

With a groan, I started to peel myself off the floor, but 
a flushing toilet startled me back onto my ass. I scrambled, 
unthinking, into the nearest stall and slammed the  
door shut.

I hadn’t realised anyone else was in there. I’d just 
assumed Malcolm had checked the stalls, but no way could 
he miss the orange-and-blue Adidas now squeaking across 
the bathroom tiles.

I dragged myself up onto the toilet, half- embarrassed 
that this kid had heard me getting my ass kicked and half- 
worried he would tattle about what he’d heard. I willed 
the orange-and-blue shoes to move faster, to speed up this 
awkward moment, but instead they stopped right in front 
of my stall.

I closed my eyes. Great, a do- gooder. Probably wants to 
take me to the nurse – or worse, he’ll want to tell someone about 
the girl. If Malcolm’s secret got out, he’d never believe it 
wasn’t me.

I waited for the kid to say something, but a split second 
later, all I heard was more squeaking – not his shoes this 
time but something else. I crouched down to the floor 
and tipped my head to see under the stall door. His bright 
Adidas pointed toward the sinks, but there was no running 
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A few minutes later, I joined a crush of sophomores 
funneling through the double doors into the auditorium. I 
spotted Zach at the centre of a long row and climbed over 
a line of my complaining classmates before dropping into 
the seat next to him.

‘Whoa, Eli, your face,’ he greeted me.
So maybe the damage was a little visible after all. Shit. 

I’d have to think of something to tell Dad.
‘I think I just got beat up,’ I said in a low voice. It dawned 

on me as I said it, and I felt a strange sense of pride, like I 
had survived some rite of passage. ‘No, yeah, I definitely 
just got beat up.’

Zach’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘What? Who? Where? 
Why?’

‘Malcolm Mahoney. In the bathroom. Just now.’
The why was a little less clear.
‘He snuck some girl in there to . . .’ I lowered my voice. 

‘To take a pregnancy test, and he got all freaked out that 
I would tell someone.’

‘Which you just did,’ Zach pointed out.

the message. Or more like smear it around. I only had a 
minute, and I had to get myself cleaned up too.

Despite the throbbing pain around my eye, there wasn’t 
much visible damage. My T- shirt looked worse. I didn’t 
know exactly how it had happened, but the seam along the 
shoulder had split and was now gaping open. I untied the 
hoodie from around my waist and threw it on to cover up 
the tear. The shirt would go in the trash when I got home. 
If Misty saw it in the laundry, she might mention it to Dad, 
and that was a conversation I did not plan on having.

Out in the hall, kids ran in both directions, hustling 
to their next class. I wove through the crowd, my eyes on 
their feet, but I didn’t see any orange-and-blue Adidas.


