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“MOVIES DON’T COUNT,” Cooper says. “The Internet doesn’t count. Magazines don’t count. A real, live naked girl. That’s the deal. That’s our goal for this summer.”

“Been there, done that,” Sean says.

“Taking baths with your sister doesn’t count, either, Sean.” Cooper snorts.

“Screw you, meat stain. I haven’t done that since I was, like, two, okay? And that’s not what I was talking about,” Sean says.

We’re walking up to the pool. Cooper, Sean, and me. Bare feet tucked into untied sneakers, ragged towels draped around our necks. It’s our first day of swim practice, which means that summer’s really started. We’ve been friends since kindergarten. We’ve been on swim team since third grade. The Rockville Swimming Association. Six years as Lower Rockville Razorbacks.

“He’s talking about Tina Everstone’s left boob,” I say as we turn onto Maple Drive and walk along the curb.

“Oh, please. Not that again.” Cooper rolls his eyes.

“It’s true. I saw the whole thing when she was taking off her sweatshirt during gym. Her T-shirt came up just enough —”

“And she wasn’t wearing a bra and her left one popped out and you saw the entire thing, nipple and all, and even if I didn’t think you were lying to us, it still wouldn’t count,” Cooper says. “I’m talking totally naked. Not a quick flash, okay?”

“Whatever.” Sean shrugs and looks off at the rundown ranch houses like he doesn’t care what we think.

“How are we supposed to see a live naked girl?” I say. “Maybe we better set a more realistic goal for the summer. Like finding Atlantis.”

“Matt, Matt, Matt.” Cooper puts his arm around me like he’s my wise uncle. “That kind of attitude will get you nowhere in life. Don’t you get it? You have to follow the natural way of things. It’s like that picture in our bio textbook. First there’s the monkey. Then there’s the caveman. Then there’s the human. It’s the same with sex. First there’s Internet porn, then there’s seeing your first real naked girl, and finally it’s the dirty deed. You do want to have sex someday, don’t you, Matt?”

Every summer there is a goal. It’s tradition. I don’t remember when it started or why. But as long as I can remember, we’ve always come up with something we had to accomplish before the start of the new school year. When we were ten, it was riding our bikes fifteen miles away to Perry Lake and skinny-dipping. When we were twelve, it was going to the Fern Creek Golf Course every day until we collected a thousand golf balls. Over the past few years, the goals have become more centered around girls and sex. Two years ago, each of us had to get our hands on a Playboy and show it to the others. Last year the ante was upped to finding an illegal password for a porn site. And now, Cooper’s challenge for this summer. Which I can’t see ever happening.

Maybe if we were even a little bit cool, or had any chance of getting girlfriends. But that’s just not the case. By the time you’re fifteen, you’ve either had a girlfriend — maybe even had sex — or, like Coop, Sean, and me, you haven’t even mustered the courage to ask a girl out. There’s also a third group, I guess. Guys who say they’ve had girlfriends but who nobody really believes. Which just means they’re liars who fit into the second category.

We make it to Rockville Avenue Pool just in time to hear Ms. Luntz, our swim coach, calling the team over for a meeting. Ms. Luntz is a gourd-shaped woman who wears her blue-and-white Speedo stretched to capacity underneath denim short-pants overalls. Her legs are thick and pockmarked, and purple worm veins bubble up beneath the see-through skin on her thighs. She doesn’t make things much better for herself with her Campbell’s Soup Kid haircut and gigantic pink-tinted glasses. You could almost feel sorry for her, if she wasn’t so nasty to everyone.

“Hurry up, people,” Ms. Luntz squawks. “Let’s go, let’s go. Before winter comes. We’ve got important business to discuss.”

Cooper, Sean, and me make our way around “the toilet”— a shallow, oval kiddie pool that’s always suspiciously body-temperature warm. My mom says it’s warm because there’s less water in there and the sun can heat it up faster, but nobody’s buying that. Last year, Cooper bet Sean ten bucks he wouldn’t bob for a Life Saver over the painted picture of Elmo, which is where most of the little kids hang out, and Sean did it without blinking an eye. It was pretty sick. Sean kept saying how they put chemicals in the pool for a reason, but there’s no way I could have done that. I feel my stomach lurch now just thinking about it.

We walk along the edge of the adult pool toward the deep end where the diving boards are. I breathe in the sharp chlorine smell and watch the swimmers stringing the swim lane dividers, and it’s like “Yeah, I know this” mixed with “Oh, God, not this again.”

We hang back at the edge of the crowd that forms around Ms. Luntz. It’s all the same people from last year. A sea of blue and white Lycra. Guys and girls from seven to seventeen. All of them serious about swim team.

It’s different for Coop, Sean, and me. We do swim team because we’ve always done swim team. Between the three of us, I bet that we have the largest collection of green fifth-place ribbons in the entire league. It’s not like we try to lose. It’s just that we happen to be the three least athletic kids on the team. Maybe even in all of Rockville.

“Okay, so, welcome back and all that crap,” Ms. Luntz says, tapping her pen on her clipboard. “It’s another summer, which means another chance to make a run for gold. Our first meet is in three weeks. I want us to set the bar high right away. I want us to take first in this year’s relay challenge.”

Coop leans over to me and whispers, “Yeah, and I want to take a whipped-cream bath with Miss October. Which will happen way sooner than us placing first.”

“I thought you had the hots for Webcam Pam.”

“You’ve got me confused with Sean,” Coop says. “He likes the chunky girls.”

“Hey, she’s not fat,” Sean says. “That’s the wide-angle lens on the webcam.”

“Right.” Coop smirks. “Besides, I’ve got enough plump stuff for me and Miss October both.” Coop puffs out his soft belly, making it large and round. He puts his two hands on either side and jiggles it. “Ho, ho, ho,” he says.

“That’s sick, dude.” I look away, back toward Ms. Luntz.

“We’ve got most of our team back this year,” Ms. Luntz says. “Just one addition, which we are very excited about. Kelly West from the Dowling Dolphins will be joining us this summer.”

I look over and see a girl standing in between Reena Higgins and Gordon Burrows. I don’t know how I missed her before. She rolls a Tootsie Pop around in her mouth and waves at everyone. She is beyond hot. Short brown hair, bright green eyes, small round breasts. I feel my tongue and throat go dry.

“Kelly’s family just moved to Lower Rockville last month,” Ms. Luntz says. “She’s a gold-medal-winning backstroker, so we are very lucky to have her swimming for us.”

“That’s not the only reason we’re lucky to have her.” Sean stifles a laugh.

I can’t wrap my mind around this. I remember Kelly West from last summer’s swim meets. She’s a skinny girl with freckles and greasy hair and braces, not this hottie who’s standing by Reena and Gordon.

“From Slim Jim to goddess in under a year,” Coop says. “That’s why you shouldn’t slag the ugly ones. You never know when one of them will spring from her cocoon looking like a supermodel.”

I haven’t blinked since I spotted her. My head feels funny. My chest feels heavy. It’s hard to breathe.

All of a sudden, everything’s changed.
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“EARTH TO MATT. HELLO? Is anyone home?” Cooper snaps his wet fingers in front of my face.

“What?” I say, yanked back to reality.

We’re resting after our third set of laps, hanging on the wall in the far swim lane. Coop was saying something to me, but I zoned out. My mind keeps skipping back, playing the same thing over and over again. Kelly, Kelly, Kelly. All week long it’s been the same. I keep trying to find her in the pool. Swimming breaststroke, swimming backstroke, drying off by the fence, shaking the water out of her ears, padding off to the bathroom.

“I asked you a question,” Coop says.

“I didn’t hear you.”

“I know. I asked you three times.”

“Sorry, I was spacing,” I say.

“Well, focus, man,” Coop insists. “This is serious stuff. I’m talking about our plans for this summer. You have any ideas who we could get to see naked?”

“I want to see Kelly. But alone. You guys don’t get to join in.”

Coop rolls his eyes. “Look,” Coop says. “Whatever you’re thinking about Kelly West, you might as well bring it home to the privacy of your bathroom because you don’t have a chance.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s dating Tony Grillo.”

“Oh.” I suddenly feel like a five-day-old balloon. “How do you know?”

“Sean heard from Cathy, who heard from Reena, who knows a guy on the Dolphins.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, maybe they broke up when she moved.”

“You’re hilarious, dude.” Coop pats out a drumbeat on the pool ledge. “If she dates guys like Tony the Gorilla, then she dates jocks, which means she doesn’t date guys like us.”

Kelly run-walks from the bathroom. She shivers, her lips blue and trembling, her arms and hands tucked up close to her body. She makes her way to the pool and slides back into the water.

“That’s too bad,” I say.

“Think of it as a blessing, dawg.” Coop claps me on the shoulder. “Now you don’t have to torture yourself about not having the guts to ask her out.” He laughs. “Hey, Sean and I were talking about seeing a movie later. You in?”

I shake my head. “I’ve got to go to a funeral for my neighbor Mr. Hoogenboom.”

“Bummer,” Coop says. “Have you ever been to a funeral before?”

“No.”

“Is it open casket?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“If it is, you should try to touch his face.”

“Ew, dude, that’s disgusting.”

“It’s not like it’s actually him. It’s just his dead body.”

“Exactly.”

“Just pretend that you miss him and you’re saying good-bye. I’m telling you, dude, it’s freaky. It’s like waxy or something.”

“I’m not touching him,” I say. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m a curious person.”

“You’re a disturbed person.”

“Suit yourself,” Coop says, shrugging. “But you’re going to want to feel his skin when you see him. Don’t ask me why. But you will. Trust me.” With that, Coop turns and starts his next set of laps.

I don’t move yet. I try to get Coop’s gross idea out of my head.

I look across the pool and watch Kelly doing a perfect backstroke. Slicing through the water. Arms windmilling, breasts in the air, long legs kicking.

Man, oh, man. I take a deep breath and let it out. I push off the wall and do the only thing I can do right now: keep facedown and swim.
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“I BROUGHT KLEENEX,” Mom says. “In case anyone needs them.”

My older brother, Peter, laughs and punches me in the leg. “Did you hear that, Sir Whacks-a-lot? She’s got tissues for you if you get choked up. Not if you want to choke the chancellor.”

“Look who’s talking,” I say. “They could decorate a parade float with all the tissues you use.”

We’re on our way to Mr. Hoogenboom’s funeral. Mr. Hoogenboom lived across the street from us, but I didn’t know him more than being kind of angry all the time. He never said “Hi” or anything like that. He’d just yell at you to keep your street hockey ball off his lawn, and he’d shut off all his lights on Halloween and pretend not to be home. That sort of thing.

Mom’s at the wheel of our rust-bucket Buick. Grandpa Arlo’s in the passenger seat, and me and Peter are in the back. All of us wearing dark suits that don’t fit us anymore. My sleeves and pants are too short. Peter’s two-sizes-too-small jacket gives him a permanent shrug. Grandpa Arlo looks like a kid playing dress up, and Mom’s buttons are one deep breath from being launched all over the car.

“I find a spanky hanky works well,” Grandpa Arlo chimes in. “Saves on paper and you can rinse it and hang it out to dry.”

“Whoa, TMI, Grandpa!” Peter crows.

“What’s a spanky hanky?” Mom says.

“Nothing,” I say. “Let’s just drop it.”

“No, you don’t want to drop it,” Grandpa Arlo says. “Not before you’ve washed it.”

“Ixnay on the ankyspay ankyhay, Grandpa!”

Grandpa Arlo throws his hands up. “Ateverwhay ouyay aysay.”

Mom just shakes her head.

I turn and stare out the window at the neighborhood passing by. I have to figure out what I should say to Mrs. Hoogenboom. “I’m sorry” sounds weird. It’s not like it was my fault Mr. Hoogenboom died. “I’m sorry for your loss” sounds like I lifted it from a television show. Am I supposed to hug her or shake her hand or what? They should teach you these things in school. Practical things that you can use in your life. Like, how you’re supposed to approach a hot girl. I mean, what are you supposed to say after “Hi”? And how do you hide the fact that you’re not very interesting?

There I go again. My mind drifting over to Kelly like a misaligned skateboard. Sometimes I feel like I’m not in charge of my own brain.

“You know who I feel bad for?” Grandpa Arlo says out of the blue. “Edith. Left all alone like that. She’s a very special lady. She deserves happiness.”

Mom shoots Grandpa a look that could melt plastic army men. “Don’t even, Dad.”

“Don’t even what?”

“The woman’s husband just died, for Christ’s sake,” Mom says. “We’re going to pay our respects.”

“I know.” Grandpa sniffs. “All I’m saying is that Edith is an exceptional lady. And Ray Hoogenboom, however much of a grump, was a very lucky man.”

“That’s all you’re saying?”

“You’re very suspicious, Colleen. I don’t know where you get that from. Your mother and I didn’t raise you that way.”

Mom gestures with her hand. “Okay, fine, whatever.”

A hot quiet fills the car. Grandpa Arlo adjusts his glasses and strokes his white goatee.

“Of course, she won’t be on the shelf very long,” Grandpa says. “That’s for sure.”

“I knew it,” Mom says, slapping the steering wheel. “You’re going to hit on Mrs. Hoogenboom at her husband’s funeral.”

“That’s preposterous,” Grandpa scoffs.

“It doesn’t take a genius,” Mom says. “Everyone sees how you always flirt with her.”

Grandpa shrugs. “I’m not going to lie and say I don’t find Edith attractive. And you don’t let a plump peach like that hang on the tree too long or someone else is going to come along and pick it.”

I lean forward. This is getting good. “Are you going to ask Mrs. Hoogenboom out, like, right there in the funeral home, Grandpa?”

“Well, since you brought it up.” Grandpa twists and looks over his shoulder. “I’ve been giving this a bit of thought and I decided it might be uncouth to ask her out on an actual date at her husband’s wake.”

“Might be uncouth?” Mom says.

Grandpa ignores this and works his tongue like he’s got a tea leaf stuck to the roof of his mouth. He does that when he’s rolling something around in his head. “What I will do, however, is wait until the end of the wake, then walk her to her car and ask if I might take her out for coffee tomorrow. As friends. To get her out of the house. To get her mind off things.”

“That’s pretty smooth, Grandpa,” Peter says. “A date that’s not a date. It puts her at ease. All the greatest pickup artists say you have to put them at ease before you can pounce.”

“Pickup artists?” Mom looks in the rearview mirror at her oldest son. “What’s happening to my family?”

“There it is.” Grandpa points to the Park Hills Westside Funeral Home sign.

Mom makes the turn into the parking lot but misses the driveway by a few inches and the car thumps over the curb. She pulls into a space between two SUVs and shuts off the engine. Somehow she’s got a cigarette out and she’s lighting it before any of us have even unstrapped.

“Can we just agree to behave ourselves?” Mom asks, taking a puff.

She used to smoke Marlboro Lights, but she switched to these organic ones when she started her own NutraWorld Organics home business. She says the cigarettes taste like crap but they’re much healthier for you and since they’re so unpleasant she only has three or four a day. Mom works at the Lower Rockville Community Center most of the time, but she’s been doing her home business now for over a year and she says that she has the potential to become a millionaire in five years. There’s an entire closet in our house filled with organic products. Not just cigarettes, either. Vitamins and soup mixes and pasta sauces and shampoos.

“Can we agree on that?” Mom repeats, blowing a thick stream of organic smoke out the window.

We all mumble “Yes” and “Sure” and “Of course” as we get out of the car, but I can tell by the secret smile on Grandpa’s face that he has every intention of following through with his plan.

The bottoms of my pant legs hover around my shins as we walk toward the funeral parlor. I’m glad that Kelly and her family only just moved to the neighborhood, because that means they won’t know the Hoogenbooms and Kelly won’t be here today to see me in last year’s suit. I tug my pants a little lower and run my hand through my hair just in case.

“How did Mr. Hoogenboom die, anyway?” I ask.

“It was his feet,” Grandpa says. “He kept telling everyone they were killing him but nobody believed him.”

“Is that appropriate?” Mom says as she strides ahead.

We approach the funeral parlor and Grandpa Arlo holds the door for us. “Chop-chop. Look alive.”

Peter and I laugh. Mom doesn’t.

“I don’t find that funny,” she says, taking one last, long drag on her cigarette before flicking it onto the pavement and crushing it out with the toe of her scuffed black dress shoe. She blows the smoke out of the corner of her mouth as she enters. Peter, Grandpa, and I follow her inside.

The lobby is all gray and gray-blue and smells like sprayed pine and awkward silence. It’s refrigerator cold in here and my body gives a quick shudder from the sudden shift in temperature.

A removable-letter sign in a pedestal stand greets us just inside the door. It reads: HOGENBOOM SERVICE — MOONFLOWER ROOM.

Grandpa squints at the sign. “Hogenboom?”

“They must have run out of o’s,” Peter says.

“Maybe they thought nobody would notice,” I say.

“Maybe they knew Ray’s disposition.” Grandpa laughs.

“Of all places.” Mom shakes her head in disgust. “You’d think they’d have some respect here.”

“Death is just another business,” Grandpa says, then leads the way down the hall to the Moonflower Room.

The space is set out symmetrically: a square of seats on both sides with a row down the middle. This could just as easily be the setting for a small wedding if you replaced the coffin at the front with an altar. You could even leave all the bouquets.

There are probably two dozen people here, some sitting, others standing in clusters. All of them in Sunday church dress. Everyone speaks softly, like Mr. Hoogenboom is just sleeping and they don’t want to wake him.

The first thing I do is scan the room for cute girls. You’d think that being in a room with a dead body might push those feelings down deep inside you. But no. It’s like trying to force a kickboard to stay underwater; unless you give it your full, constant attention, it eventually explodes to the surface.

Mom strides right over to Mrs. Hoogenboom, who sits in the front row, surrounded by people with heavy eyes. Grandpa waits in the back. He stands up tall, smooths his hands over his jacket, and combs his fingers through his hair.

“Come on,” Peter says to me, pulling on my coat sleeve.

We head straight to the front. I see immediately that it’s an open casket, and that nearly-missed-hitting-a-parked-car-with-my-bike feeling rushes through my body. Cold, clammy fingers grasp the back of my neck.

Peter and I step up onto the raised platform where the coffin is laid out.

“There he is,” Peter says.

At first glance, the body in the casket looks more peaceful than I’d imagined it would. Mr. Hoogenboom seems like he really could be asleep. Except for the fact that he’s not breathing and is wearing a lot of makeup. The more I stare at him, the more I realize that the face only sort of resembles Mr. Hoogenboom. Like someone didn’t get it quite right. Like in those wax-figure museums. Where you think maybe they used look-alikes for models instead of the actual famous people.

“You almost want to touch him, don’t you?” Peter says.

I didn’t believe Coop, but Pete’s right. You do kind of want to touch Mr. Hoogenboom’s face to see what it feels like. To make sure he’s not there anymore. I remember when Sean and I found my cat Milkshake sprawled out under a bush. She’d been hit by a car and I had to feel her body to make sure she was dead and it felt cold but it also felt empty. Hollow. Like a piñata or something.

Mrs. Hoogenboom has placed a few things around Mr. Hoogenboom in the coffin. There’s a dried, flattened white rose. There are two Buffalo Sabres hockey ticket stubs. There’s a picture of Mr. and Mrs. Hoogenboom when they were teenagers, laughing and sharing a hot dog at a carnival.

“Can I ask you something, Pete?” I say.

“As long as it’s not for money.”

“How did you get Melissa to like you?”

“I don’t know,” Peter says. “She just liked me. Why?”

“Never mind.”

“You’ve got the hots for someone?”

“No. I don’t know,” I say. “If I did, though, what would be a good way to get her to talk to me?”

“You do realize it’s a little weird, you asking me this over Mr. Hoogenboom’s dead body?”

“That’s the thing,” I say. “I can’t stop thinking about her. She’s like a pebble in my shoe. But in a good way.”

“Does she know you exist?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I guess you have to get her to notice you somehow,” Peter says. “The professional pickup artists all say you need to look like the ripest berry in the bunch. The most interesting. You should do something interesting.”

“Like what?” I say.

“I don’t know,” Peter says. “But it has to be something big. Really big.”
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MS. LUNTZ BLOWS HER WHISTLE. The white whistle she wears on a black string around her neck like a talisman. The squeal of it screams in your ears. It’s higher-pitched than most whistles. It’s more grating. More piercing. There are rumors she had it specially made by Hungarian gypsies, whittled out of a human femur. And it’s been said that each screech of her whistle is like a curse. I don’t know who started the rumor, but I believe it.

“Let’s go, people. Out of the pool,” Ms. Luntz howls, her voice hoarse from all the yelling she’s been doing during practice. She sounds her whistle again.

I hoist myself out of the pool and hurry over to my towel. Coop and Sean are close behind me.

“If she ever takes that whistle off, I’m going to steal it, tie it to an M-80, and blow it the hell up.” Sean says this a little louder than he should, because his fingers are jammed in his ears.

My skin had adjusted to the temperature of the pool water and now the air feels icy. I wrap my dark-green towel tight around my hunched body. The towel is old and frayed. I catch one of the loose, wet threads in my mouth. I clamp down with my teeth and pull. The string doesn’t snap, just unravels a bit more off the end.

“Over here, people. Come on, come on, come on,” Ms. Luntz bellows, rapping her clipboard against the fence. “Before the next eclipse.”

Kelly is only six people away. She pats her beautiful face, her smooth forehead, her little swooped nose, with her powder pink towel. I can’t help but stare. It’s like there’s Kelly in crystal-clear focus and then there’s the rest of the world, fuzzy and pointless.

I feel a smack on the back of my head. It’s Cooper.

“Dude. Keep gawking like that and you’ll be tenting your Speedo.”

I shake myself out of the trance and follow Sean and Coop into the herd surrounding Ms. Luntz.

“Your effort today was pathetic,” Ms. Luntz says. “Disgusting and completely unsatisfactory. Week one, I can excuse the apathy. But we’re in week two, people. Continue on this way and we won’t be able to beat a team of amputees.”

Coop, Sean, and me share a look of disbelief.

“I expect everyone to step it up tomorrow,” she says. “The workout I put on that board should not pose a problem.” Ms. Luntz points to a chalkboard leaned up against the back wall, the words smeared and streaky. “You should be able to finish it with time to spare.” Ms. Luntz fixes on us with her shark eyes. “I don’t think three people got halfway through this morning.”

I feel Kelly before I see her. Stepping up near me. Just behind my right shoulder. It’s like she causes a wake in the air, warm and cool at the same time. My skin reacts. Tingling. Goose bumps. I have to catch my breath. It takes everything I have, every ounce of willpower, not to turn and look.

I can just see her out of the corner of my eye. She’s right there. Wet hair tousled, cheeks rosy. I swallow the lump in my throat. I inhale, my lungs shaky, my head spinning.

“Now, to add insult to injury,” Ms. Luntz says, “I just got a call from Mrs. Porter. Apparently, her brilliant son Steven chose to go dirt biking yesterday and broke both his legs and his right arm.”

“Ouch,” Sean says.

“Good thing Stevie’s a lefty,” Coop says as he mimes jerking off with his left hand.

Sean laughs but I pretend not to notice. I don’t want Kelly thinking I find that kind of thing funny.

“I won’t go into how idiotic it is to go dirt biking in the first place,” Ms. Luntz says. “Or how selfish it was for him to do this during swim season. All I will say is that his moronic actions have left me with a big gaping hole.”

Cooper is about to say something disgusting, but I surreptitiously whack him before he can get it out.

“The hell?” Coop says, giving me a look.

I shake my head quickly and motion furtively toward Kelly.

Coop cranes his neck and looks past me. He groans and rolls his eyes. “Traitor,” he whispers.

I shoot him a death stare, but he just starts chuckling.

“So, then, I need to put this out to the team,” Ms. Luntz says. “Who’s going to step up and fill that hole?”

I clench my jaw and glare at Coop.

He bites his lip, trembling with stifled laughter. “Don’t look at me, Fun Police.” He holds his hands up in surrender.

I dart my eyes to the side. Kelly unwraps a grape Tootsie Pop and slides it into her mouth. The slick, sticky lollipop rolls around on her tongue.

I’ll never look at a Tootsie Pop the same way again.

“We all know that over the past five seasons, Steven has finished second only to Tony Grillo in every butterfly event they’ve competed in,” Ms. Luntz says. “And we’re all aware that the boys’ fifteen-and-over one-hundred-yard butterfly is the hardest event there is. But these are important points for our team to get. I know it’s a lot to ask, but with the addition of Kelly to our team, I really think we have a shot at taking gold in championships this year.”

Nobody moves. Nobody volunteers. A few guys shift their weight from one leg to the other. A few clear their throats. Most just look away, not wanting Ms. Luntz to catch their eyes.

A one-legged crow lands on the fence and squawks loudly.

“Well?” Ms. Luntz says, machine-gunning her pen on her clipboard. “We don’t need you to win. We just need you to place. Most of the teams don’t bother entering a swimmer in the butterfly, so all it really amounts to is finishing. Otherwise we don’t get a single point from the event.”

I see Sean shaking his head. “It’s a suicide mission,” he mutters.

I stare down at the concrete. I need to cut my toenails. I curl my toes under my feet.

Without thinking, I look over at Kelly. She turns and our eyes connect. She pulls the lollipop from her mouth and smiles. I smile back. Her eyes are so clear, so green. They’re the color of the water you see in those travel pictures. Where the man and woman are snorkeling and they’re holding hands, and it’s like they’re the only two people in the world.

Kelly looks away, like she’s shy or something. Still smiling. Her neck flushes slightly.

“Come on, people,” Ms. Luntz says. “Who is the hero here? Who is going to challenge themselves? Who is going to swim the fly?”

And it’s like some force outside of me suddenly grabs my right arm and thrusts my hand high into the air, and the words tumble out of my mouth before I know what’s going on.

“I’ll do it.”

The entire team turns and looks at me. I feel my face get hot.

“Matt Gratton?” Ms. Luntz coughs like she’s got a fleck of popcorn stuck in her throat. “Well. That’s . . . unexpected. But I guess . . . we don’t have any other option.” She sighs, clicks her pen, and scratches something on her clipboard. Presumably my name.

I look over at Kelly, who nods and says, “Way to go,” before she walks off.

Coop turns to me, blinking hard. “Holy crap, dude. Are you nuts?”
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“YOU TOTALLY STEPPED IN IT,” Sean says. “There’s a reason most of the other teams don’t enter swimmers in the fly. Because nobody can do it.”

“It’s his pants hamster.” Coop nods. “It short-circuited his brain.”

We’re walking up to the mall. Sean wants to go to EB to check out the latest Ring of Light game. I can’t remember if it’s Ring of Light 3 or Ring of Light 4. I play video games but nothing on the scale of what Sean does. He came in fifth place in the Xbox Live Worldwide PsychoNinja Online Tournament. And fifth place in that is way different from fifth place in a swim meet where there are only five swimmers; there were thousands and thousands of people playing in the PsychoNinja tournament. Coop and I were pretty impressed. It’s too bad you can’t use a thing like that to pick up girls. Though don’t think Sean didn’t try.

“You don’t honestly think that swimming the fly is going to get you anywhere with Kelly, do you?” Coop says.

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “I wasn’t really thinking about it.”

“Yeah, right.” Coop laughs.

“Man, oh, man,” Sean says. “You are up shit creek without a paddle, without a boat, without a kickboard, without water wings, without —”

“You can shut up now,” I say.

“Yeah, Sean,” Coop gibes. “Leave the poor guy alone. He already has it bad enough. You don’t have to remind him how horrible it’s going to be. How torturous four laps of butterfly are. Not to mention the fact that he can’t even do one. You don’t have to bring up the fact that he might drown. He already knows that. He knows how embarrassing it’s going to be. Don’t ya, Matt?”

“Thanks, Coop,” I say. “You’re a real pal.”

Coop and Sean double over with laughter.

“You guys are feebs.”

“Sorry, sorry.” Coop can barely catch his breath. “Seriously, though. You’re probably right. I’m sure Kelly finds the sight of a scrawny, pasty, white dude flopping around in the water like a spastic salmon very hot.” Coop convulses his whole body, his arms flailing, his tongue waggling.

Sean nearly falls over in hysterics at Coop’s impersonation. And I can’t help it — the whole thing is so ridiculous that I start to crack up, too.

We laugh ourselves to tears all the way up to the glass doors of the Rockville Mall. And I’m laughing, for sure, but there is also a drop of acid in my stomach that’s eating away at my insides.

We spend about twenty minutes in EB, trying out the new games. Sean’s Ring of Light game has been delayed, so he just buys a Demon’s Basement strategy guide.

We make our way to the food court, flip a coin, and decide on Mr. Taco. I order a number four combo meal: a Burrito Excelente, chips, and a root beer. Coop gets the same. Sean gets the number two: three cheese enchiladas, refried beans, and a horchata shake. We find a table by the window and sit with our trays of food.

“That looks totally disgusting,” I say to Sean, stifling a laugh.

“You don’t know what you’re missing.” He scoops up a sporkful of cheesy brown goo and stuffs it into his mouth.

Coop unwraps his burrito. “Dude, didn’t anyone ever tell you never to order the number two at a Mexican restaurant?”

“Screw you, okay?” Sean says. “It’s not my fault they call it a number two.”

“It’s your fault you ordered it,” Coop says, laughing.

“Yeah, well, it’s your fault you’re such a butt-wipe, so . . .”

Coop and I share a look. It’s almost unfair, ragging on Sean when his arsenal of put-downs is so lame.

Coop clears his throat. “Okay, moving right along.” He takes a sip of his root beer. “It’s time to get down to business. We’ve got less than two months to figure out how to see a naked babe. In the flesh. Who has any ideas?”

We all think for a minute, eating and drinking in silence.

“Okay. I know,” Sean says, sitting up tall. “We could get fake IDs and sneak into a strip club.”

Coop teeter-totters his head. “That might work for me. Because I look mature. But Matt here’s got a baby face.” Coop scrunches up my cheeks with his free hand and I smack it away.

“And you’re like, what, three feet tall, Sean?” Coop continues. “I guess you could sneak through the bouncer’s legs, but where does that leave poor Matt?”

“Why do you always have to be such a load?” Sean slurps his shake.

“You should talk. You are what you eat.” Coop points at Sean’s plate of burnt sienna mush.

“That’s like the second funniest thing ever. Right after your face,” Sean says.

Coop laughs. “Dude, we’re gonna have to work on your comebacks or you’re never going to survive in this world.”

“What about binoculars?” I say. “We could spy on Mandy Reagan’s house.”

“I don’t know.” Coop screws up his face.

“She’s the hottest girl in school.”

“True. But her dad’s a gun freak. I heard he’s a crack shot, too. Still, it might be worth it. Almost.”

Sean wipes his hands on his napkin. “Mandy takes tae kwon do at the community center.”

“That’s great, Sean,” Coop says. “What other interesting facts do you know about her?”

“I’m saying we could hide in the girls’ locker room, douche.”

“That’s your brilliant idea?” Coop laughs. “And I’m the douche?”

I check my cell. It’s three thirty. I need to get to the pool before dinner.

“I have to go.” I stand and pick up my tray.

“Whoa. We’re not done here yet,” Coop says. “Sean’s still working on his number two. And we have to finish formulating our plan.”

I shrug. “I still have to go.”

“What’s more important than this?” Coop gestures toward the table.

“I’m gonna go practice my butterfly, okay? You happy?”

I walk over to the trash and empty my tray. Coop and Sean hoot with laughter just like I knew they would.

“Why bother, dude?” Coop says.

“Yeah, it’s not like it’s going to help.” Sean grins.

I sigh. “I know it’s a long shot, but I’m hoping that if I practice hard enough over the next few weeks, maybe I won’t make a total ass of myself by the time championships roll around.”

“Okay, well . . .” Coop bites his lower lip to stop himself from cracking up. “You give us a call when you’ve rejoined us here on planet Earth.”

This causes Sean to choke on his shake mid-sip.

I don’t bother responding. I just turn and go.
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I CATCH THE THICK SMELL of meat loaf as soon as I enter the house. It’s only four o’clock. We never eat before six. Something’s up.

I head into the kitchen, where Grandpa’s in his usual position, hunched over the table, playing solitaire.

“Hi, Grandpa,” I say.

“Don’t talk to me. I’m on a roll.” He counts out three cards and flips them over. “Goddamn it. You jinxed me.”

“Ignore him. He’s just grouchy,” Mom says. She’s in her peach-patterned apron, at the stove, adding milk to a pot of boiled potatoes. “Mrs. Hoogenboom decided she didn’t feel like going for coffee today after all. Go figure.”

“Sorry, Grandpa.”

Grandpa Arlo waves this off. “Please. You think I’m discouraged? Nothing worth getting is easy.” He shuffles the cards and starts dealing them out again.

“I’m glad you’re home,” Mom says, adding a few shakes of salt to the pot. “I forgot to tell you. I’ve got a NutraWorld meeting tonight. They’re introducing a new product. An organic laxative. Everyone’s very excited.”

“You don’t want to get too excited where laxatives are concerned,” Grandpa says, moving a red jack onto a black queen. “Trust me.”

Mom ignores this. “We’re having an early dinner.”

“I just had a burrito at the mall,” I say.

“That’s fine.” Mom grabs the masher and starts in on the potatoes. “You’ll sit with us and you can have leftovers later.”

“But I was gonna go to the pool.”

Mom stops mid-mash and looks at me. “We eat dinner as a family. You know how I feel about that.”

The thing about having a father who leaves your mother for a younger woman is that it’s not only a cliché; it’s also a pain in the ass. It makes you feel so bad for your mom that you can’t argue any of her rules anymore. Especially the ones from after the divorce. Like this “we eat as a family” rule. What are you supposed to say to that?

Still, I have to get to the pool before it closes. I need to get in some practice before anyone on the swim team sees that I can’t actually do the butterfly. Especially Kelly. I figure if I can work on my fly every afternoon for the next month or so, I’ll eventually be able to do it well enough to try it at swim practice. And, hopefully, championships.

“When will it be ready?” I say, glancing at the rooster clock on the wall.

“Fifteen minutes.”

I do the math. Eat at four fifteen. An hour for dinner and cleanup. Five fifteen. Ten minutes to the pool. Pool closes at six. That’ll give me thirty-five minutes to practice if I get right to it.

“Would you tell your brother and Melissa dinner’s almost ready?” Mom asks. “They’re up in his room.”

“Goddamn two of diamonds,” Grandpa says, smacking his pile of discards.

I leave the kitchen and cross through the dining room. Climb the stairs and turn left down the hall. Pete’s bedroom door is shut, so I lean in and listen to make sure I’m not interrupting anything. There are whispers coming from inside, and then Melissa laughs and there’s the creak of the bed. I lean in a little closer and listen a little harder. Melissa laughs again and I’m imagining all kinds of things going on in there.

I hold my breath and get down on the floor, careful not to make any noise. I move my ear close to the open space between the door and the carpet. I feel a cool breeze on my cheek. They must have the window open. There’s more movement in the bedroom, the squeak of the mattress, more whispers. I shift a little to try and hear better.

And that’s when the lock snicks and the door opens and my heart leaps into my mouth. I scramble to my feet.

“Whatcha doing there, Matt?” Melissa asks. She steps out of the room and closes the door behind her.

“Oh. I thought I felt a, uh, wet spot on the carpet,” I say. “I was checking to see if maybe Scratchy had gone there. Again. Sometimes she does. We haven’t gotten her completely litter-trained yet.”

Melissa is a tiny Italian mouse-girl with short straight black hair, a pinched pierced nose, and a whisper of a mustache and sideburns.

“A wet spot, huh?” Melissa asks. “From the cat?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But I was wrong. I must have imagined it.”

Melissa is wearing what she always wears: pink designer sweatpants and a tight white ribbed T-shirt, which hints at her dark nipples underneath. You’d think that nipples, being so small, would be as easy to ignore as almost anything else, but it’s like they’re eye magnets or something. I can look at her face if I’m really thinking about it but lose concentration for a split second and forget about it. I’m like a cat trying to ignore a piece of string.

“Up here, Matt.” Melissa leans over to catch my eyes.

I blink hard and try to act cool. “Oh, sorry, I was just . . . thinking. I was trying to remember something.”

“And you thought it was written on my chest? Let me give you a little clue here, Mattie,” Melissa says. “Girls don’t mind if you notice their breasts. Noticing can be flattering. Staring is creepy. You don’t want to be creepy.”

“No,” I say, feeling my entire body burn. God, why does she have to wear stuff like that? “I wasn’t . . . I was just . . . Dinner’s going to be ready in fifteen minutes. That’s what I was trying to remember . . . If you could let Pete know.”

Melissa laughs. “Matt, you’re such a geek.” She spins on her heels and pads off down the hall to the bathroom. The word LUSCIOUS is stamped in Old English right there on the butt of her sweatpants, jiggling at me.

There’s a familiar swell in my pants. I have to force myself to turn away. When the hell did I lose all control over my body?

I drop my head and trudge toward my room. Melissa’s right. I have to focus. I don’t want to finally get my chance to talk with Kelly and suddenly realize I’m asking her breasts out to a movie. Notice but don’t stare. Remember that.

I enter my room and shut the door behind me. I have to step around piles of clothes and towels and CDs and food wrappers and computer cables and books and my guitar and the guitar amplifier and I don’t know what else.

I started taking guitar last year because girls go for rock stars. Although, if you listen to Mom, they’re the wrong kinds of girls. But I figure, if the wrong kinds of girls are the ones that toss their bras at you when you’re onstage rocking out, then the wrong kinds of girls are right for me. Anyway, I’m not ready to perform in public just yet. I can strangle out “Stairway to Heaven,” but so can everyone else, so it’s not really a big deal. I have to practice more. I have to start taking lessons again. I have to learn more current songs.

Coop and Sean and me are going to start a band someday. Me on guitar, Coop on drums, and Sean on trombone and, eventually, keyboards. Sean’s really the only one who can play. He’s been taking trombone lessons in school since he was five. But he needs to start learning keyboards because the trombone never sends girls into bra-throwing frenzies.

We already have a name but we don’t tell anyone because it’s probably the coolest band name ever and it took us a long time to come up with it. We’re going to call ourselves Arnold Murphy’s Bologna Dare. Coop was the one who finally thought it up. It’s based on something that happened in grade school when Coop dared this dirty Oscar-the-Grouch kind of kid to eat a piece of baloney off the cafeteria floor. Which he did. Coop changed baloney to bologna because it sounds better. We won’t ever tell anyone what it really means; they’ll just have to wonder.

I find my Speedo wadded up on the floor, still damp from this morning. I figure if I get ready now, it’ll save time later. I’m out of my clothes and wrestling the soggy bathing suit over my knees when my bedroom door flies open.

“Knock, knock,” Peter says.

I drop to the floor like a felled tree. I scrunch up to try and hide as much of my junk as possible.

“Jesus Christ, Pete!”

“Hey, it’s not my fault,” Peter says. “If you’re going to be using your spanky hanky, you ought to lock your door.”

“I was putting on my swimsuit.” I try to hoist my Speedo higher but it’s impossible in this position. I just end up rocking back and forth.

“Sure, whatever,” Peter says.

“What the hell do you want, anyway?”

“I wanted to know what you were doing listening at my bedroom door. But you’ve already answered my question.”

“I wasn’t listening at your door,” I say, rolling over and tugging my bathing suit all the way up, giving Peter a nice view of my butt in the process. “I just came up to tell you we’re eating in fifteen minutes.”

“Just enough time to toss one off.”

I get to my feet and find my team sweatpants draped over my desk chair. I step in leg by leg. “Not for me, but it’s probably fourteen and half more minutes than you’d need.”

Peter marches over to me and whales me in the arm with his fist. “There. Dead arm. How do you like that, smart mouth?”

“Ow! Crap! I don’t like it, nut sack!” I clutch my now useless arm with my other hand.

“Now you know: you mess with the bull, you get the horns.” Peter turns and walks out of my room.

I try to raise my arm, but it might as well weigh a thousand pounds. Sometimes I hate my brother. Like, real, deep down, wish-I-could-beat-the-snot-out-of-him hate. It’ll pass. It always does. He’ll do something out-of-the-blue nice and all will be forgiven. But right now I want to push him down the stairs.
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