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Chapter 1
 Tuesday—The Fourth Stall



I knew she would be trouble from the moment I saw her.

Perhaps because she was soaking wet from the rain even though an umbrella stuck out from her backpack or maybe simply because she was a girl—an especially dangerous-looking girl at that. In grade school they say girls are more dangerous than shotguns.

I’d helped out plenty of girls with problems before. That’s what I do. If there’s a kid in this school who needs help, they come to see me in my office in the fourth stall from the high window in the East Wing boys’ bathroom. And plenty of those kids over the years had been girls.

But this girl was different than most girls. She was only an eighth grader, but she seemed even older. There was something almost predatory about her, like a rattlesnake sat across from me and not a girl. And I felt like a small white mouse or whatever it is that rattlesnakes eat.

I cleared my throat as she sat there staring at me. Her eyes were bright green and glowed like the neon signs you see in pawnshop windows. Her hair was dark, not quite black but dark enough to remind me what my teacher had said once about how objects that are black absorb all frequencies of light so that none can be seen, as if they want to keep all color to themselves. The girl’s hair hung past her shoulders in intentional tangles that looked like they could eat a kid alive. She was dressed as if she cared just enough to make it look like she didn’t care, and I kind of liked that about her.

“So what can I do for you?” I asked.

She shook her wet hair and little droplets of cold water splashed across my desk and on my face. She stopped and looked at me, her thin, dark eyebrows forming two perfect, high arches.

I wiped off my face with my sleeve.

“Oh, uh, right,” I said. “Hey, Vince, can we get a towel or something in here?”

After an uncomfortable silence during which the dark-haired girl kept staring at me, Vince, my right-hand man, financial manager, best friend, and overall good guy, came into the stall with a bunch of brown paper towels clutched in his hand.

“Will these do, Mac?”

I looked at the paper towels. They were the same cheap stuff found in every school from here to Canada and back. They’re stiff and dry, and you’re more likely to rub your skin raw right down to the bone than you are to dry yourself.

“That’s all we got?”

Vince shrugged.

“They’ll be fine,” the dark-haired girl said as she snatched the towels from Vince.

Vince stood there looking like a sheep about to get sheared naked.

“Okay, we’re good,” I said to him.

He snapped out of it and left the stall to take up his post just inside the bathroom door.

I watched the dark-haired girl try to dry her hair with the mass of brown paper towels. More water fell onto her shoulders and my desk than was actually soaked up by the brown stuff.

“I’m Mac, by the way,” I said.

“I know.”

“Oh, right. Okay, what’s your name?”

“Are you trying to help me or ask me out?” she asked.

I felt my face grow hot, and I was sure it was glowing red right then, despite the fact that I always asked my customers for their names. It’s for bookkeeping—I run a pretty tight ship. Normally I operate much more smoothly than this. It’s my office, my business; I run the show. But this girl was making me feel like it was my first day of kindergarten.

Then she laughed. But it sounded even worse than the icy silence of a few moments before. It sounded like the blurring rattle of an about-to-strike rattlesnake.

“I’m just messing with you, Mac.”

I tried to laugh back.

“Anyways, the reason I’m here is because I heard you might be able to help me.”

I nodded.

“Okay, well, the problem is this jerk Bryce who goes to Oaks Crossing private school over in Riverdale. I went out with him for a while and then he . . . ugh. Well, he’s just a whiny loser!” The dark-haired girl slammed her fist on my desk. My pen rattled and dropped to the floor.

I leaned over to pick it up, more than a little frightened at how quickly she’d gone from wet and angry to laughing and scary to angry and, well, angry.

“Okay, so Bryce is like your boyfriend or something, then?” I said as I faced her again.

“No, weren’t you listening? Why would I date a jerk like him?” she said.

“Oh yeah, well, I thought you said . . .”

“What is it with boys? Seriously? Do you all have, like, mental defects that prevent you from understanding simple sentences?”

I opened my mouth, but all I could do was shrug and shake my head.

“I said dat-ed, as in past tense. I broke up with the loser weeks ago.”

“Oh,” I said.

She looked at me, her mouth open. Her neon eyes glared, and I almost had to shield my face. If there had still been a toilet in the fourth stall from the high window, I’d have been trying desperately to flush myself down it right then.

“Are you slow?” she asked. She said it calmly. Sincerely. As if she already knew the answer was yes and was now just afraid she was going to hurt my feelings.

“No, of course not. So you, what, need me to get back at Bryce for you or something?”

She sighed.

“Why would I need that? I broke up with him. Remember?”

It felt like this girl was twisting my brain into a pretzel. I remembered that she’d said that, but I’d just spaced out. She had me so mixed up I could barely remember my own name.

“Oh yeah—yes. What do you need help with, then? Do you need protection from him?” I asked as professionally as I could. But I sure hoped that wasn’t the case. The last kid that had come in here looking for protection had ended up almost destroying my whole business. But that’s another story.

“What? From that moron? No. He’s too stupid to pose any kind of threat to anybody but himself. It’s his dad who’s the real problem.”

I almost asked her why she hadn’t just said that to begin with, but I thought better of it. After all, if you come across a rattlesnake in a field, the dumbest thing to do would be to poke it with a stick. So I just nodded instead.

“I think his dad is out to get me,” she said.

As she spoke, she fiddled with the corner of my Books, which I use to track my customers and their different problems. I watched as she folded the corner of a sheet back and forth, creasing it. I wanted to stop her because I like to keep nice, neat Books, but then I realized that I was afraid to say something. Even after everything I’d faced over the years, I was afraid of an unarmed girl. That is if you could ever really call any girl “unarmed” . . . unless of course she was a girl who really didn’t have any arms, in which case you’d probably feel too bad for her to be afraid anyway.

Meanwhile she just kept on folding, back and forth, back and forth. The page tore a little and I winced as if she’d broken my pinkie.

“Are you even listening to me?” she asked.

I realized that I’d been staring vacantly at her pale fingers as they desecrated my Books, and I wasn’t really paying attention to what she’d been saying. I opened my mouth and closed it a few times.

“You know what? Forget it.” She started to gather her things and get up.

I really should have just let her go. She scared me. She made my head feel like a nut clamped firmly inside a squirrel’s jaw. But my business doesn’t work like that. If you have a problem, I am going to solve it. So I stopped her.

“Wait,” I said. “I’m sorry. I can help you, I promise.”

She sat back down and closed her left eye. She examined me closely with her one open eye. After a moment she was looking at me with two again.

“Okay, what I was saying is that Bryce’s dad has been a real jerk to me in class. I think that Bryce went bawling to his daddy after I dumped him like the loser that he is, and now his dad is out to fail me and make sure that I don’t ever get to high school. Or maybe worse . . . maybe he’s trying to get me expelled. He yells at me in class a lot, he erases my correct answers on tests and writes in wrong ones so I fail, and he always gives me detention for nothing at all.”

I hadn’t heard the part about Bryce’s dad working at our school, but I wasn’t going to ask her to clarify again, because if I did, I was sure she’d dig her venom-filled fangs into me and that’d be it.

“Which teacher is his dad?”

“Mr. Kjelson.”

“Mr. Kjelson, the new guy?”

“Do you know another Mr. Kjelson?”

“Right. Sorry.”

Now I was more confused than ever. Mr. Kjelson had just started working at our school a few months ago after one of the older seventh-grade science teachers, Mrs. Beck, mysteriously vanished one day. Well, I’m sure somebody knew what had happened to her, but nobody I knew did. She was there one day and the next she was gone. I heard from a few kids in her classes that she hadn’t even come back to get the stuff on her desk, like pictures of her family and all of that.

Anyways, at first I didn’t pay much attention to Mr. K. (that’s what all the kids call him since his name is like a phonics test of bravery, complete with a man-eating, double-consonant-breathing dragon right at the start). But then I found out he was going to be the new middle school baseball coach this year. And, well, that definitely caught my interest since Vince and I had always been planning to try out for the middle school team as sixth graders ever since we were kindergartners.

It was pretty tough to make the team as a sixth grader, but if anybody could do it, it’d be Vince. He is, without question, the best pitcher I’ve ever caught. Well, okay, so he’s also the only pitcher I’ve ever caught, but last summer in pony baseball, which is organized through the local recreation center, he’d struck out thirteen batters in six innings in the only game our idiotic coach, Colton, let him start. Colton was this high school kid who only pretended to like sports to impress girls and who the rec center assigned to our team. And he had a little brother named Chase who he let pitch every game despite the fact that Chase was like the Joe Blanton of summer little league: good on paper but horrible in an actual game. That was part of why we were so eager to make the school team this year rather than play in the rec league: to get away from idiot teenage coaches like Colton.

In fact, the first day of tryouts for pitchers and catchers was after school that day in the gymnasium, since it was still too cold to have practice outside. I’d heard some good things about Mr. Kjelson, both as a coach and teacher. Supposedly some kid who played against the team he’d coached last year said that Mr. Kjelson loved small ball, and anybody who loves small ball clearly knows baseball. Also, even after just part of a year as a teacher, the rumor already was that he was the best science teacher the school had ever had. Supposedly when he taught class, he explained things by comparing all the boring science stuff to funny, weird, and cool stuff like using Mr. T’s haircut when explaining how a disease worked, turning the periodic table into a rap song, and using Harry Potter characters to explain our internal organs.

So long story short, what this girl was telling me right now didn’t really add up.

“Mr. Kjelson does all of that? Are you sure?”

She gave me a look that could have melted gold. “You think I don’t even know who my own teachers are? Yeah, of course I’m sure!”

“Oh, right, sorry. I just, it’s just that that’s not really matching up with what I’ve heard about the guy, that’s all,” I said.

“Well, do you always believe everything you hear around here? Because if so, then I’m probably wasting my time,” she said, starting to get up again.

“No, wait,” I said. “I mean, I actually do have pretty good sources. But I suppose they have been wrong before.”

She looked at me and didn’t say anything else. I looked back, getting the bad feeling that she was waiting for me to say more. But for whatever reason I didn’t know what to do next, which was a first for me—like I said, I run a pretty tight business.

When I didn’t say anything after a few more seconds, she rolled her eyes.

“So can you help me or not?” the dark-haired girl demanded.

I nodded and folded my hands in front of me. “You just want me to get Kjelson off your back? Yeah, I think we can work something out, provided he’s as corrupt as you say he is.”

She started giggling, going from anger to laughter faster than I could have thought possible. She rocked back in her chair and slapped the desk with her open palm. “You. Are. So. Cute.”

My face burned even though I figured my brain might explode at any moment because I was so confused. I couldn’t figure why she was laughing at me. Was it because I was trying to be professional? This is a respectable business, and I treat it like one; everybody knows that. What was it with this girl?

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said as she managed to stifle the last of her giggles.

“So, uh, can I get your name for my Books?” I asked, picking up my pen.

She snorted one final guffaw. “Trixie Von Parkway.”

Just to be clear, I didn’t believe that for a second. But that was okay; I’d had plenty of kids give me false names over the years. I could get her real name if I really needed it. It’s not difficult to get information when you’ve got guys like Tyrell Alishouse on your payroll. He’s about the best spy that ever existed. He could probably find Jimmy Hoffa in under an hour if I put him on the case.

“Is that it, then? You’ll just take care of it?” she asked.

“Yeah, well, um, there’s also the matter of, uh, payment,” I said, coughing at the end of the sentence like I’d seen my dad do once while he negotiated the purchase of a new car. He talked them down to the sticker price, which he said was a steal. I’d never been so afraid to go over my payment terms before. I didn’t like what this girl was doing to me; I had a reputation to uphold.

“Oh, right. How much will it be?” she asked.

“Well, dealing with teachers is normally a pretty costly service, due to the risk involved, but I can probably cut you a break. How does twenty-five dollars sound?”

“I’ll give you ten.”

“Fifteen,” I countered.

“Eight,” she said.

I stopped and looked at her. She grinned at me. Most customers would have gotten the boot right then and there for that kind of stunt. But most customers didn’t remind me of a seventeen-foot rattler with nine-inch fangs.

“Hey, you came to me for help, remember?”

She laughed. “Okay, fifteen. But only because I like you, Mac.”

Could have fooled me.

“Payment is usually due up front,” I said.

“I’ll pay you when I’m sure Kjelson is off my back. It was nice doing business.” She held out her hand.

When I reached out and shook it, I expected her fingers to be sticky and slimy, for some reason, but they were just cold. Freezing, actually. After she left, I cupped my hands and blew into them, trying to shake off the fact that I’d just been manhandled like a slab of ground beef about to become a dozen fried hamburgers.






Chapter 2
 Tuesday—The Fourth Stall



We didn’t really even have time to start thinking about how to solve Trixie’s problem that day because the customers just didn’t stop showing up. It was one of the busiest days we’ve ever had in the history of our business. At lunch that Tuesday I had two more customers show up with pretty major problems.

The first was this kid Jonah. He was a seventh grader and was known around school for being a real health freak, the kind of grade-A nut job who liked to go on “fun runs.” He’d made the school varsity cross-country team that year as a sixth grader, which was downright unheard of. Personally I’d rather take a honey bath followed by a flesh-eating-ant shower than spend my Saturdays running eighty-eight miles in six hours or whatever other psychotic kind of stuff happened at cross-country meets, but just the same he became the team’s star runner, and our school had been getting a lot of attention lately around the county because we always seemed to be the best at every sport and the local private high schools were always trying to recruit us away from the district public schools.

Anyway, Jonah showed up in my office that day at lunch wearing a gray T-shirt and running shorts that were borderline vulgar, they were so short, and were also a bad choice given that it was still below forty degrees outside and would be for the next few months. Seriously, runners are insane.

After Vince showed him in, Jonah jogged in place across from my desk in my cramped office while trying not to kick the fourth stall’s door behind him.

“You can have a seat,” I said, finding his high steps particularly distracting and grotesque.

“Nah, I’m good,” he said, picking up the pace of his steps.

I sighed, but I don’t think he heard me, which was probably good since that was pretty unprofessional of me. “Okay, what can I help you with, Jonah?”

He didn’t answer because he was holding two fingers against his neck with his left hand while looking at a watch on his right wrist. He kept jogging in place and then said, “Shoot, only ninety-one,” and then picked up the pace even more.

This was going to get old in a hurry.

“Look, Jonah,” I said, “I’m going to need you to sit down if you want my help.”

He looked at me as if he’d forgotten I was there. He kept jogging in place, and for a second I thought he might just keep doing that until I’d have to call in Joe to forcibly remove him. But Jonah nodded and then sat in the plastic chair across from me.

“Okay, thanks,” I said. “Now, how can I help you?”

“Well, I’m here about the school lunches,” he said as his knees started bouncing up and down.

Man, this kid was restless. He was basically running in place while seated. I didn’t know if he had one of those letter diseases that parents were always freaking out about, like ADD or DUD or whatever, or if he was just that obsessed with running, but either way he was driving me crazy.

“Lunch? Yeah, what about it?” I asked while calmly putting my Books inside the desk and out of harm’s way.

“Haven’t you noticed how bad the meal options are lately?”

I actually hadn’t noticed anything different about the school lunches at all, since I brought my own lunch most days and spent every lunch period in here seeing customers. But, I mean, who was this kid kidding? Everybody knows that school lunch is awful. It’s, like, common knowledge. It’s one of those things you’re just born knowing, like how cats know how to catch mice even if they didn’t ever have their mom around. It’s instinct for kids to avoid school lunch. At the very least hadn’t Jonah ever seen any of those lame shows on Nickelodeon or read any books about kids in school?

“Lately?” I said. “I mean, they’ve always been terrible, based on what kids have told me. And like I told all of them, there’s not much I can do about that. . . . I mean, I can get you McDonalds or something for lunch on certain occasions or even regularly if you pay the right price, but getting the lunch ladies to cook even halfway decent food is a lost cause. It would be like asking me to get them to cancel school forever so we could all go live in some magical land where there are no adults except for a ship full of pirates and a tiny fairy who glows. You know?”

“No, no, no,” Jonah said, waving his hands. With his feet bouncing even faster and his arms waving about, he looked certifiably crazy. If I’d had a Taser right then, I might have used it on him. For his own safety. “Not bad as in ‘they taste bad.’ I meant how bad they are for you. They’ve been incredibly unhealthy lately, like mucho trans-fat and simple-carb type unhealthy.”

He said that last part while nodding with bugged-out eyes as if those words were supposed to say everything I needed to know. But the fact was I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. So I just nodded calmly, hoping that he’d take that as a sign to go on. Or leave.

“I mean,” he continued, “yesterday for lunch they served us deep-fried bacon and frosted pancakes with double-berry syrup, and last week it was fried chicken with sides of fried chicken skin and double-fried French fries and chicken-fried steak with fried mashed-potato cakes and double-cream gravy. Basically, if a dish contains the word ‘double,’ ‘gravy,’ or ‘fried,’ then it’s been on the menu during the past few weeks!”

I opened my mouth to ask him what the big deal was, since I thought all that stuff sounded really good. In fact, I was starting to think I might need to try this new school lunch. But he started screaming before I could say anything.

“Do you know how many calories are in that stuff? I mean, it’s like a ton of calories! Or how much saturated fat? How much LDL cholesterol?” He was on his feet again now, jogging in place. That seemed to be the only thing holding Jonah together right then so I allowed it.

I tried not to laugh because my mom and her friends were always going on and on about those evil calories and it just sounded so strange coming from a seventh grader. He didn’t seem much like my mom and those weird ladies she hung out with who wore tracksuits all the time and sat around the kitchen talking about calories and exercises while eating all of the double chocolate chip cookies they’d just baked.

“Okay, Jonah,” I said, “we’ll help you, but you’ve got to calm down.”

The truth was I wasn’t too sure I wanted to solve this problem. If these lunches were as good as they sounded and then I somehow fixed the “problem” and the student body found out it was me . . . well, then I’d be as good as dead. Or worse yet, they’d probably douse me in breading and double fry me and then take turns dunking me in ranch dressing and taking bites. Okay, that’s pretty gross, but it’s also probably pretty accurate. But I had to help Jonah, regardless. I mean, look at this kid; he clearly wasn’t going to survive this if I didn’t figure out what was going on. And, well, a whole bunch of disappointed kids is still better than a bunch of happy, gorging kids and one calorie-exploded cross-country runner. Plus, he had a point—it was pretty strange for the school to be serving that kind of food.

“Do you know how many calories, Mac? Do you?” he yelled again.

“We’ll help you, Jonah. Just calm down,” I said again.

He didn’t seem to hear me; he just kept on rambling and running in place. “I mean, this isn’t a recommended diet. No, not at all. We’re supposed to have a well-balanced meal consisting of lean proteins and vitamin-packed green vegetables and a few complex carbohydrates, like plain brown rice or whole-grain bread. But this . . . oh, this is just not ideal, not at all. I mean, the calories alone, not to mention the trans-fats and simple carbohydrates . . . and . . . and the calories!”

“Vince?” I called out.

“Yeah, Mac?” I heard him say, and from the way he said it, I knew he was laughing so hard out there that it was likely he was rolling on the floor.

“Tell Joe we need a peaceful extraction,” I said.

“I’m on it!” Vince said through a loud laugh.

Jonah didn’t seem to notice; he was still just jogging in place and muttering about calories over and over again. Then he seemed to be counting silently for a bit before saying to nobody in particular, “That must be like three thousand calories!”

Joe entered and grabbed Jonah’s shoulders, but not in a rough way, and led him out of the stall and then out of the office. Every once in a while we had to extract kids, usually for my protection, but this time it was for Jonah’s own protection. In that cramped stall he was pretty likely to have hurt himself had he kept going on and on like that. I gave Vince, who was still laughing, a look and then went back to my office to make a note to be sure to discuss payment terms with Jonah sometime the following day.

Jonah’s problem was pretty typical, actually. Kids seemed to have pretty big problems with the school lately. The usual customer needed his homework done for him, or test answers, or something I could fix easily. But lately they’d been asking for some pretty major fixes, like getting a teacher fired and changing an entire school’s lunch menu. That said, I wasn’t complaining, because this would probably end well for us—very well, actually. The more difficult a problem is, the more money I get to charge. Which is why I was actually kind of happy when another kid showed up with a major problem later that lunch period.

Tony Adrian walked into the office looking like he was trying to float inside. I mean, he shuffled his feet very close together, and his steps were so light, it looked like they were barely touching the ground. I saw that he had his backpack with him, and I looked at Vince, who was standing just outside the fourth stall.

He nodded that it was okay. Normally we didn’t allow kids to bring stuff inside my office, but after a search and if they had a reason, we sometimes allowed it. I wasn’t sure what Adrian’s reasoning was, but if Vince had okayed the backpack, then I wasn’t going to say anything. I trusted Vince more than I trusted myself sometimes.

“Have a seat,” I said to Tony, who was still standing there as Vince closed the stall door.

Tony dug inside his backpack and removed a small plastic container. I tensed as he reached inside, but then all he took out was a little white disposable towel, the kind that restaurants put on the plate when you order barbecue ribs or buffalo wings. You know, the towels soaked in so many cleaning chemicals that they smell like they could burn your skin right off your hands.

Tony wiped down the plastic chair with the towel and then sat down. I gave him a look and he shrugged sheepishly.

“So what can I help you with?”

“Well, it’s something I’ve been finding in my locker lately—” He put his hand to his mouth as if he was going to puke, then he swallowed hard and continued. “I like to keep my stuff pretty clean, you see, and the past few days I’ve been finding droppings in my locker.”

He shuddered at the end of his sentence and then breathed hard, as if just saying that had taken as much energy as running a lap.

“Droppings?”

“Yes . . . feces of some kind. I think probably from a mouse, but it’s hard to say. I can . . . barely look at it.” His sentences were choppy because he had to keep putting his hand to his mouth and swallowing, as if every word carried the danger of coming out covered in Tony’s breakfast.

“Rat poop in your locker, eh?” I said as if this was something that happened all the time. It wasn’t.

He nodded, seeming relieved to be using wordless gestures.

“So you just want me to help you clean it up?” I asked. “You don’t want to touch it, I’m assuming?”

It wasn’t hard to see that this kid was a neat freak of epic proportions. I thought my mom was bad, but this kid would probably make her look like the Ron Santo of cleaning, which is pretty good, but just not good enough for the Hall of Fame, for some reason.

“Yeah, help me clean it, but also maybe try to find out where it’s coming from? And get it to stop? It’s been kind of piling . . . up.” He struggled to get out the last few words, and I slid back from the desk as far as I could, sure that this was it, that he was going to lose it.

But he controlled himself, probably because the sight of the mess he’d have made would have instantly caused him to combust into a ball of fire.

“Okay, I’m sure we can figure something out,” I said. “But poop duty isn’t exactly our favorite thing to do, right, so it’ll probably cost you about four bucks every time we need to clean your locker. And then a little more to solve the problem entirely, maybe like eleven dollars. How does that sound? Unless you’d rather pay with a favor?”

“Can I think about it?” he asked. “I mean, I can pay you now for the cleaning, but for the rest can I think about the money or favor part?”

“That sounds fair,” I said.

He nodded and dug inside his backpack. Well, he didn’t so much as dig as he carefully extracted a small Tupperware container as if it contained highly unstable radioactive uranium. It did not contain explosives, though, but instead several neatly folded and impeccably clean plastic sandwich bags. Inside each bag was a different type of money. One bag had all pennies and one had dollar bills, etc.

He carefully opened the bag with one dollar bills like he was performing a complicated and risky brain surgery. He reached inside and took out four of the crispest one-dollar bills I’d ever seen. They were so straight and neat and crispy that I bet they would have crunched like Pringles if I decided to take a bite out of one.

He handed me the money and then gathered his things. I filed away the money and made some notes in my Books.

“It was good doing business,” I said with my hand outstretched.

He looked at my hand as if it were a giant ball of boogers or something even more disgusting. I wasn’t sure if I should be offended. I mean, okay, I wasn’t like Mr. Clean over here, but I wasn’t exactly like Dirty Mike, the kid who hadn’t showered in four years, seven months, and fourteen days—yes, he actually kept track; he claimed he was trying to beat a world record of some sort, though I don’t know why anyone would ever keep a record book for who’s the dirtiest, grossest person on earth.

But then Tony did shake my hand. Afterward, he immediately took out one of his little towels and wiped off his hand. Instead of getting mad, though, I just grinned at him. I mean, what else was I going to do? This kid clearly had issues that only a professional could handle.

“We’ll be sure to clean your locker by tomorrow morning. Just let me know if and when it needs to be cleaned again while we work on solving the problem permanently.”

“Okay, thanks, Mac,” he said while standing up and putting on his backpack.

He opened the stall door and left, and just before he walked out of my field of vision, I saw him pulling out another towel to wipe his hand. I shook my head and smirked at Vince, who was leaning against the wall across from the fourth stall. He grinned back. And then when the door closed and Tony was gone, we both burst out laughing.

We stayed pretty busy the rest of the day. No one else complained about lunches or rat poop or Mr. Kjelson, but we did get quite a few more kids with big school problems. A few kids even complained that bullies weren’t getting punished as much as usual. Like Great White, this British kid who loved to fight. Usually when he was caught fighting, he got at least a few days of detention. But lately, according to two customers that day, all he got was one hour of detention, so he’d been picking fights even more than usual. Basically all of this just meant big money for us. As long as nothing crazy happened in the next few weeks, we were going to walk away from this month with record profits. Our Cubs World Series Game Fund would reach an all-time high soon.

Later that day, at the end of afternoon recess, Fred, Vince, Joe, and I held a quick meeting to discuss all of the business that had bombed us that day.

“Well, it’s like my grandma always says, ‘There ain’t no can of—’” Vince said.

“‘Of soda that can dance as well as a lion with no toes?’” I finished for him.

“Hey, how did you know that?” Vince looked hurt.

“Because you’ve already used that one before.”

Vince looked down at the tiles of the bathroom and furrowed his brow.

“Yeah, remember? It was right after Fred told us about how they had to dance in gym class last week,” Joe said.

Vince looked up and smiled. “Oh yeah. Now I remember. Well, I guess that one is just versatile, right? I always said my grandma’s a genius.”

We laughed, more at the thought of Vince’s grandma being a genius than anything else.

“That girl today seemed crazy, though, didn’t she, Mac?” Fred asked.

He had heard our whole conversation, being that he sat in the stall next to my office and kept a detailed written record of each customer I saw.

“That’s just how girls are. You’ll see what I mean someday,” Joe said.

“Right, like you would know,” I said.

Joe shrugged.

“I don’t know; I kind of liked her,” Vince said.

We looked at him, ready for some sort of joke or something. Because he couldn’t be serious. That girl was crazy. Even a little third grader like Fred could see that.

But Vince merely shrugged. “What? I like crazy people, remember?”

Fred and Joe laughed.

“Okay, whatever. None of this answers the big questions: is any of her story about Kjelson true? And if so, how should we deal with him?”

I’m not proud of it, but I’d taken down several teachers over the years, or at least gotten some customers around their problems somehow. But it was harder with new teachers. I didn’t know much about them, and the janitor, who was usually my best source for dirt on teachers, wouldn’t know much yet either. All of this could be beside the point, though. Trixie seemed a bit unstable, and what I’d heard about Mr. Kjelson made him sound like a stand-up guy. I would definitely need to look into things a little before diving in with my guns blazing. So to speak anyway—obviously I don’t own any real guns.

“I don’t know, Mac. You’re the genius,” Joe said.

“I’ll think of something, I guess. Maybe Vince and I can get a better feel for the situation at baseball tryouts today. Then tomorrow we’ll have to start investigating Jonah’s lunchroom problem and Tony’s, uh, poop issue.”

Fred giggled, and Vince and I exchanged looks. Third graders. Have to love them.

“So any volunteers on that one?” I said.

They all looked at one another. Of course nobody wanted to volunteer for poop duty.

“Maybe we could outsource the cleaning?” Vince suggested.

“Outsource?” Joe said, sounding as confused as the rest of us probably were.

“Basically we can pay someone outside the business to clean Tony’s locker. Like the Hutt. He probably showers in toilet water anyway.”

“Gross,” Fred said, and then giggled again in that way all third graders do at basically anything that involves poop or pee or vomit.

I agreed that was pretty gross, but Vince had made a good point. The Hutt was this bully who’d gotten his nickname because he was basically a big old slug like Jabba the Hutt from Star Wars. He’d probably do that locker job for cheap, maybe even for free if we let him keep the, uh, mess. That was a stretch, but this was the Hutt we’re talking about.

“That’s a great idea. Let’s bring him in tomorrow,” I said. “Then Vince and I can team up to take the mystery of how the poop is getting in his locker in the first place. It will be just like old times.” It wasn’t that often that Vince and I had to do fieldwork together anymore, but considering the amount of customers we’d had lately, it was pretty obvious we’d all have to pitch in quite a bit.

Vince’s eyes lit up. “Can I even wear my old-timey hat like I used to?”

“What are you talking about?” Joe said.

“Don’t ask,” I said.

Vince had found this old hat at the secondhand store a long time ago. It was the kind that you see gangsters wearing in those old movies about Al Capone and tommy guns and stuff. Back in the early days of our business Vince used to wear it all the time, in spite of my protests—or maybe because of them.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Vince said. “I’ve been thinking about this one all day. You ready, Mac?”

Joe and Fred groaned, and wandered out of the bathroom to go back to class since recess was ending soon.

“When aren’t I ready?” I said after they left.

“Hey, just checking. I still haven’t forgotten how you weaseled out of defeat a few months ago.”

“Weaseled? Staples almost killed me!” I practically yelled, even though I wasn’t really mad at all.

“All right, whatever. Here it is: before 2007 and 2008 when was the last time the Cubs went to the play-offs two years in a row?”

The Chicago Cubs were our favorite baseball team. Cubs baseball was like oxygen to us. No, really. We’d be a couple of pale blue corpses without it. We had this thing where we were always challenging each other with Cubs trivia.

“You’re really asking that now?” I said, my voice not really shielding the hurt.

This was a painful time for us. The Cubs had been knocked out of the play-offs a few months ago. They’d made it further than they had in decades. It still hurt to think about how close they had come to a World Series. They haven’t won a championship for over a hundred years, the longest drought in all of sports history. It was shocking that Vince could just bring up the play-offs like this.

“What? It’s a fair question,” he said.

“I know, I know. The answer is 1907 and 1908, the last time they won the World Series. Thanks a lot now, for jinxing them for next year, too.”

“Whatever. They were doomed before I even said anything.”

I smiled and nodded. “Yeah, they were, weren’t they?”

That’s the thing about the Cubs. They were so deeply cursed that they were jinx proof. They had a permanent jinx, and nothing anybody said or did would ever change that.
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