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“THIS IS IT, DAWGS,” I say. “From boys to men. Tenth grade is the year we tag all the bases. First, second, third, and then we slide into home.”

“I’d just be happy to step into the batter’s box again,” Sean says.

I shoot him a gimme-a-break look. “Don’t be so mopey, dude. Tianna was just a practice swing. Now you’re primed to aim for the fences.”

Me, Matt, and Sean shortcut across Dreyfus Park, our bikes kicking up the dust that settled over the summer as we head toward the beige brick building of Lower Rockville High that looms like a penitentiary. A penitentiary chock with hotties, to be sure, but a lockup for most of the daylight hours, nonetheless.

“I don’t know,” Sean says. “I don’t think I’m over her yet.”

“Of course you aren’t,” Matt consoles. “It’s only been a week since you split up.”

I laugh. “Are you kidding me? They were only going out for a month. A week is more than enough time to get over it. It’s standard formula: One day of angst for every week you were dating. Four weeks, four days. Over and out. Any more time is just a wank.”

Matt looks at me in disbelief. “Where do you get these things?”

“It’s common knowledge, dude. Google it.”

“What do I do if I see her in the hall?” Sean asks.

“What do you mean, if?” I say, pumping the pedals on my creaky mountain bike, feeling the strain in my legs as we split the goalposts and ride over the football field. “You are going to see her in the hall. She might even be in a bunch of your classes. Who gives a crap?”

“Just say hi,” Matt offers.

“No.” I glare at Matt. “Wrong. Do not take advice from the Whipped One.” I turn to Sean. “You say nothing. She dumped you, so she no longer exists. Simple as that.”

“Ignore her?” Sean says. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

I sigh, exasperated. “Look, Sean. You’re a changed man. We all are. This past summer was epic. Look at all we accomplished. Our first party, yours and Matt’s first girlfriends, Matt kicking ass in the butterfly, seeing our first naked babe —”

Sean cringes. “Please. Do not bring that up ever again. I’m still having nightmares about Ms. Luntz threatening to suffocate me with her gargantuan gazongas unless I swim a thousand laps.”

“What I’m trying to say is, you’re no longer wet behind the ears. Tianna breaking up with you is the best thing that could have happened. I mean, seriously, why would you want to waste the best years of your life tied to just one babe? No offense, Matt.”

“Why would I be offended?” Matt says. “It’s not like me and Valerie are getting married.”

“No,” I say. “You’re just having her baby.”

Matt scowls. “You’re so full of it, Coop.”

“Sean-o? A little backup here. Matthew is, in fact, carrying Valerie’s baby, is he not?”

“Leave me out of it,” Sean says, the wind whipping his hair.

I raise my eyebrows at Matt, like “Need I say more?”

“Jealous much?” Matt says.

“Oh, yeah, without a doubt. Green as hell. Aren’t we, Sean? We’d love to have to ask permission anytime we want to do something. And be dragged to every chick flick that comes out. And have to drop everything whenever our ‘honeykins’ calls.”

Matt shakes his head. “Everything you just said is total bullshit. And you know it.”

I smirk. “Then why is your face getting red?”

“Because it isn’t.”

I glance at Sean. “Sean-o?”

Sean looks off in the distance. “I said, leave me out of it.”

Matt rolls his eyes. “Yeah, you guys have really matured this summer. It’s staggering.”

We hop the curb into the student parking lot and pedal toward the bike racks. The lot is already full. I don’t have my driver’s license yet — another thing I need to get started on this year — but everyone knows that if you want to nab a parking space you have to get to school at least twenty minutes early. We pass my sister Angela’s car, recognizable by the fact that it’s the only one in the lot with a car cover. It’s her sickness. One of many.

“Look, Matt,” I say. “You’re acting like we think it’s a bad thing. So, Valerie’s got a tight grip on your Mr. BoDangles. At least you’re getting some. Some of what, I’m not sure. But you seem comfortable with the trade-off. Personally, I wouldn’t be. And I’d be lying if I said Sean and I don’t miss you sometimes. But we get by. Don’t we, Sean?”

Sean says nothing. Jesus, I hope he’s not going to use this Tianna thing as an excuse to be such a soggy turd all year long.

The three of us coast up to the bike racks and leap off our bikes.

“All I’m saying is, we have an opportunity here.” I pull a key from the pocket of my jeans, unlock my bike lock, and unravel the chain from around the seat post. “Our summer goal was a success. We saw a live naked —”

“Hey!” Sean shouts, waving a yellow coil lock at me like a weapon. “Did I not just ask you never to bring that up again?”

I laugh. “Sorry. But remember what I told you at the beginning of the summer? About the natural order of things? Internet porn, live naked girl, and then the dirty deed? Well, we’re ready to take that next step.”

“Would you stop it with that stupid theory of yours?” Matt says. “You wouldn’t know the natural order of things if it crapped on your head.”

Sean snickers. I ignore him and give Matt a you-can’t-be-serious look. “Correct me if I’m wrong here, Matt. Maybe I shouldn’t be including you with me and Sean. Maybe you’ve already rounded all the bases. If you have, just say so.”

“If I did, I wouldn’t tell you,” Matt says, snapping his lock shut for emphasis.

“So, no. That’s cool. Maybe they’re more conservative up in Canada. Valerie probably wants to wait until you tie the knot or something. Tell me you’ve at least gotten to second, though?”

We start our trek past the soon-to-be-smelling-like-hell Dumpsters toward the back doors of the school.

“You know what?” Matt sighs. “The only people who talk about sex as much as you are the ones who haven’t even gotten up to bat yet.”

I slap my forehead. “Oh, my God. Not even second base? Jesus. What’s the point of letting Val cinch the choke chain so tight then, Mattie?”

“Valerie and I are doing just fine, thank you very much.”

“Well then?” I ask.

“It’s private.”

“It’s private,” I mimic. “Dude, you don’t think she’s gabbing about it to all her galpals? That’s all babes do. They talk and talk and talk about everything.”

“Whatever,” Matt says. “Anyway, even if I was going to tell you — which I’m not — I have no idea what your definitions of the bases are. I’m sure they’re probably incredibly sick and twisted.”

I place my hand on my chest. “Hey, when it comes to the bases I happen to be a purist. First is Frenching. Second is fondling the floppers. Third is rummaging in the basement. Home run is all the way.”

“I thought third was oral,” Sean says.

“No, that’s choking up on the bat,” I say. “And then of course there’s the conference on the mound. The knuckleball. A doubleheader. Extra innings. A grand slam. And, of course, the triple play.” I waggle my eyebrows at my friends. “Which also happens to be in my plans for this year.”

“In your dreams.” Matt grabs the door and holds it open.

“All great things begin with a dream, Mattie,” I say as we enter the building, ready to start what promises to be an epic first semester.
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“AND HERE WE GO,” Mrs. Turris says, reaching her soft, pork bun hand into the blue shoebox that sits on her desk. I feel like I swallowed a still-buzzing bee as she pulls two slips of paper from the box.

I can’t believe we’re already being subjected to the humiliation lottery and it’s only third period on the first day back to school. Mrs. Turris says that this will be a “glorious and enriching opportunity” for us to work with one of our classmates for an entire semester. Each couple will get to research a specialized health topic, after which we will — as a pair of studied-up experts — present our findings to the class by “teaching” everyone what we’ve learned.

Not a ten-minute presentation. Not a twenty-minute demonstration. A full class period lesson with handouts, visual aids, questions and answers, and who the hell knows what else, the whole of which will make up 85 percent of our grade in Health.

It’s a big old diaper load if you ask me. Sounds like a way for our Health teacher to get out of doing her job. Make the helpless slaves do the dirty work.

When I brought this up to Mrs. Turris — in not so many words — she just laughed and said, “Cooper Redmond, you rascal, you’ve found me out.” Like it was all a big joke or something.

But she’s going forward with it anyway.

If this were one of those work-with-a-partner-for-one-week deals there’d be a lot less at stake. But we’re talking about being shackled to a person for three solid months — in and out of class. Depending on who you get, it could either be genius or a world of pain. If I’m lucky, I’ll get Matt or Sean. If I’m super lucky, I’ll be partnered up with one of the Phenomenal Four — Prudence Nash, Kelly West, Bronte Hastings, or Gina Lagotta. It’s rare you get four of the school’s hottest girls in one class, which I take as a solid omen for the year. Working that close with any one of them will give me ample opportunity to play some serious babesball.

The papers make a rustling sound as Mrs. Turris unfolds them. “Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Hickey,” she reads.

All the kids in the classroom snicker.

Andy winces.

Nicky’s head drops.

Class assbag meet Cabbage Boy. Sometimes there is justice in the world.

I can breathe again. The first pairing has been decided, and already two of the biggest booby prizes have been awarded. And to each other. Which is classic.

The only thing you have to know about Andy Bennett — besides the fact that he’s been desperately trying to grow a mustache for the last two years — is that he likes to spit Jell-O cubes at all the babes and can’t understand why this move doesn’t make them lie down naked at his feet.

And Nicky Hickey? Smells. Bad. Real bad. Like brussels sprouts rolled in fish food. He might not even be such a terrible guy, but you just can’t hang with him long enough to find out.

Me, Matt, and Sean share a thank-holy-Jesus look.

Mrs. Turris brushes a curly blond lock from her forehead. “The topic you will be researching and teaching a lesson on will be . . .” She grabs the nearby yellow shoebox and blindly plucks an index card from it. Drum roll please. “Alcohol.”

“I did a few pints of research on that very subject this past weekend,” Andy quips, running his hand down the baby beard he’s sprouting on his chin.

One person sniggers in the back corner, but really, nobody wants to encourage him.

Mrs. Turris ignores Andy’s comment and continues reading the card. “Its effects on the body. Consequences of driving under the influence. Alcohol addiction. Et cetera.”

Personally, I don’t give two turds what subject I get. But I have to get a cool partner. Everything else is dealable.

Mrs. Turris dips her paw back into the blue shoebox and draws two more names.

“Sean Hance and Matthew Gratton.”

Matt and Sean fist bump. The bastards.

They both turn to me and make apologetic faces. I give them a shit-happens shrug, ’cause what else am I supposed to do? Threaten to ignore the food pyramid and eat a crap diet until Mrs. Turris pairs me up with one of them? As if I’ve ever eaten “heart healthy” in my life.

It would have been stagg to work with Matt. We would have had a ton of laughs and maybe even gotten a decent grade, ’cause Matt’s actually pretty smart.

I wouldn’t even have minded Sean. I mean, sure, we’d have barely passed, but at least we’re friends and neither of us smells like anus.

Mrs. Turris scratches hard at her pad, trying to get the ink running in her pen so she can write down their names.

I take a breath. No need to panic. Everything’s chill here. I’d rather get one of the lovely ladies anyway.

I lean over to Prudence Nash — her soft brown hair framing her Victoria’s-Secret-model face — and shoot her my irresistible, whadda-ya-say grin. “Looks like our odds just got a little better, huh?” I whisper.

“For what?” Prudence says, staring straight ahead. “A reason to commit suicide?”

“For you and me, babe. That is, if your luck holds.” I give her a sly head tilt as Mrs. Turris rummages in her drawer for a new writing implement. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll be assigned the Kama Sutra. We can demonstrate the seventy-two most pleasurable lovemaking positions. What do you think about that?”

Prudence flips me the middle finger. Still not looking in my direction.

“Mee-ouch. You do know that’s how the deaf talk dirty to each other.”

Prudence whips around and gives me the slow burn.

“And your topic is,” Mrs. Turris says, finally ready to reveal Matt’s and Sean’s fate. “Sexually transmitted diseases. STDs. Contraction, prevention, and treatment.”

Matt’s and Sean’s life-is-great expressions suddenly sour. Pube lice and penile scabbing. Not exactly a car for Christmas, is it, fellas?

My cheeks start to tug a smile, but I wrest control.

Mrs. Turris scribbles the topic down, then grabs two more names.

“Gina Lagotta and Kelly West,” she calls out.

Jesus Christ. Two more of my prospects paired up with each other. I don’t like how this is shaking out.

Okay, just stay positive. There’s still Bodacious Bronte and Primo Prudence.

I smile at Prudence to let her know she’s still my number one. Waggle the eyebrows. “The plot thickens.”

Prudence’s hand rockets into the air. “Mrs. Turris?”

“Yes, Prudence,” Mrs. Turris says, her sausage-fingers hovering over the yellow shoebox.

“I’m not feeling well. May I go to the nurse?”

“What seems to be the problem?”

“I just got really nauseous.”

“How about you wait until we see who your partner is, so you two can schedule a time to meet. Then you can go to the nurse.”

Prudence huffs and crosses her arms.

“Kelly and Gina, the subject of your lesson will be . . .” Mrs. Turris pulls an index card. She’s having way too much fun with this. “Nutrition. What constitutes a healthy diet? Effects of an unhealthy one. How to read a nutrition label. And the like.”

I scan the room to assess the situation. Beyond the two choice babes left, all the other potentials are bottom-feeders at best. I suppose I could deal with most of them if I absolutely had to. Anyone except Justin “Stoned Senseless” Sneep. I’d end up having to do all the work, which would be a giant sack of blowage.

Come to think of it, if I wind up working with Prudence or Bronte, I’ll probably have to do the whole project myself as well. Although, if they’d be willing to work out an appropriate barter system, it might not be so bad.

Still, I think I should have a plan B. So I’m not completely devastated if I lose out on my first tier of partners. Preferably someone who’s so concerned about being paired with me and my slothful ways that they’ll take up the lion’s share. Someone who’s too nice to get mad at me. Someone like . . .

“Sam Shattenkirk,” Mrs. Turris reads, fumbling with the folded second slip.

Yes! Smart, clean, friendly, non-threatening Sam. He’s my backup man. My backup plan. A lightness fills my chest. A flicker of hope. Come to Cooper. Come on. Cooper Redmond. Cooper Redmond.

“And . . .” She gets the paper unfolded and reads. “Prudence Nash.”

Damn it. It’s like I’m sinking in quicksand and all my lifelines keep snapping.

Mrs. Turris smiles at Prudence. “There you go, dear. You can go see the nurse now.”

“That’s okay,” Prudence says, tossing me a screw-you smirk. “I feel much better.”

I wink at her to let her know I understand she’s disappointed.

Prudence rolls her eyes.

It’s the dance we do. Like birds before they mate. She hates me now, but someday soon, at some party or something, she’ll succumb to the Cooper charm, and we’ll fall into each other’s arms, making out like a couple of horny cave people. We’ll retreat to one of the bedrooms and chew and claw each other’s clothes off. And then, finally, I’ll get a full view of the serpent tattoo that snakes down the small of her back. The one I’ve only gotten teasing glances of when she squats to pick something up off the floor and her low-rise jeans ride just a little lower.

Mrs. Turris reads out Sam’s and Prudence’s topic but it doesn’t register. I’m still stuck on Prudence’s tattoo. I’m imagining what it will be like to spend the rest of my life examining every inch of it.

“This is so exciting.” Mrs. Turris laughs. She’s got the kind of round, trusting face you’d see on a pancake box. “I love placing things in Fate’s hands. It always turns out for the best in the end, I think.”

Okay, I may yurp.

I sigh loudly. Several of my comrades stifle chuckles.

Mrs. Turris pays no attention and grabs another slip of paper from her torture box.

I’ve pretty much given up trying to will the outcome of this. My Jedi mind control is obviously on the fritz today. I don’t even care who I get twinned up with anymore. Like it even matters. It’s just stupid Health. Sure I need to pass to graduate, but how hard is it going to be to swing a D-plus? Really. I’ll even take Stoner Sneep. Bring it on. Give me the worst you’ve got, Mrs. Turris. Give me boogers-in-the-nose Gerald Tyrell. Toss me Tara ten-chins with the wandering eye and steel-wool mullet.

I breeze cheese in Fate’s face. How do you like that, teach?

“Cooper Redmond . . .”

Here we go, people. I maintain my chillaxed pose: slouching posture, one arm dangling carelessly over the back of my chair.

Mrs. Turris does an on-purpose, anticipation-inducing, Academy Awards-y delay.

Whatever. Let her have her fun.

Nothing can faze me at this point.

“And Helen Harriwick.”

Except.

Maybe.

That.

The class bursts with laughter.

Hot Dog Helen? Are you twisting me? I hadn’t even considered this. I didn’t even notice she was in the class. She makes herself that invisible.

My skin prickles with heat and my head swims, but I keep my face blank. Need to be caszh. Can’t appear weak.

But come on! Jesus Christ!

Prudence has her hand clasped over her mouth. Her eyes dart over to me and they are filled with evil glee.

Matt and Sean have matching “yikes” expressions plastered on their mugs. They’re trying to be all sympathetic, but I can see both of them stifling laughs.

I turn around and find Helen, who’s skim-milk skin has gone blotchy with clouds of pink. She is staring hard at her Health textbook, pretending the hysteria has nothing to do with the fact that she’s the school’s most taunted pariah.

Thanks a ton, Mrs. Turris. Fate can eat me. There is no way this is “for the best.”

Okay. I need to breathe. To think. How can I get out of this? There has to be a way. I just need to concentrate.

Maybe Jell-O hawkin’ Andy would be willing to flip stinky Nicky. But as soon as I think this, I see the mirthful tears coursing down his cheeks and I already know he’d never go for it.

Nothing could be worse than this.

Absolutely nothing.

“And your topic shall be . . .” Mrs. Turris announces like a judge handing down a life sentence. She has suddenly grown thirty feet tall, sprouted horns, and is engulfed in flames. Her voice is distorted and timpani-low as she reads my conviction. “Contraaaaceptioooon.”

The room erupts in a nuclear explosion of whoops and howls. Gina and Kelly actually do a double fist bump, exploding their nugs in celebration.

I try to keep calm but my head is still spinning.

I swear I see Mrs. Turris look up to the heavens and cackle.

“The various forms of, including condoms, the pill, and diaphragm. Cost, reliability, effectiveness, ease of use . . .”

The desks, the chalkboard, the windows, the laughing mouths of Kelly, Bronte, Prudence, and Gina all swirl around me. I can only catch snippets of their jeers: “field research . . .”, “Corn Dog Coop . . .”, “Put some condom-ments on that wiener. . . .”

The last thing I see is Helen, books clutched to her chest, fleeing the classroom.

And then the darkness collapses around me, and right before the world disappears, I hear Andy’s voice calling out, “Theebedda — theebedda — theebedda — that’s all folks!”
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“THAT WAS TOTALLY AWESOME,” Sean says as we wait in the cafeteria line. “I’ve never seen anyone faint before. What was it like?”

“I didn’t faint,” I correct. “I just got dizzy for a second.”

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” Matt asks. “You still look sort of . . . pale.”

“I’m fine. I just need some food. I haven’t eaten much since lunch yesterday.” Which is the truth. Mom was working late again, so dinner was a fend-for-yourself affair — which meant Pop-Tarts for moi — and I traded breakfast for three slaps at the snooze button.

“Uh-huh.” Sean chortles. “That’s funny. I thought you nearly fell out of your chair because you got stuck with Oscar Mayer Helen.”

“Don’t be such a tool, Sean,” I say under my breath. “She’s right there.” Or at least, I think she is. At the front of the line. But I might be wrong. The lunchroom is crammed with bodies and faces, none of which I can bring into sharp focus.

“Like you never make fun of her,” Sean says.

“Not when she can hear me, butt-wipe.” My stomach is creaking doors. I grab a lukewarm, foil-wrapped donkey burger, a chocolate chip cookie, and an apple juice, and plunk them down on my green tray. The thick smell of the cafeteria — salami, pizza squares, and lunch lady BO — is not the fresh air I need to clear my head. “Christ. That circus in Health class today. I mean, I can take it. But what they were saying about Helen. That was some of the cruelest shit I’ve ever heard.”

“Wasn’t me,” Matt says, sliding a chicken-finger-and-french-fry boat onto his tray.

Sean says nothing, just pretends to be studying today’s chow choices, which can lead to only one conclusion: he joined in on the verbal stoning.

He can’t help it. Sean’s a lemming sometimes. But he can also be a throw-himself-on-the-grenade-for-you friend, which are few and far between.

We pay for our meals and take up residence at the end of one of the metal-and-plastic picnic tables.

“What are you going to do?” Matt asks, sinking his teeth into a chicken strip.

“About what?” I unwrap my soggy burger, peel off the top bun, and start squeezing ketchup pouches, drowning the gray patty. You know you’re hungry when your mouth starts watering over crap like this.

“About having to work with Helen.”

“I don’t know. Drop out of school I guess.”

“Now who’s being cruel?” Sean says.

“I’m not being cruel, nutmeat. I’m being practical.”

“Practical?” Sean smirks. “Right.” He bites into his elephant-foot-trampled grilled cheese, which causes a trickle of oil to pitter-patter on the plastic it was once wrapped in. Even that looks good to me.

I start devouring my hamburger.

“Look at it this way. Helen’s a brainiac,” Matt says. “You’ll get an A for sure.”

“An A in exchange for a semester’s worth of ridicule, torment, finger-pointing, and being called Corn Dog Cooper?” I say through a mouthful of burger. “No thanks. Besides, who knows how long the repercussions could last?”

Matt shrugs. “Maybe it won’t be like that.”

“Put it in your corn hole, Corn Dog!” someone shouts as a storm of buttery niblets rains down on my head, hurled from somewhere in the general direction of the wrestling team. Dean “the Machine” Scragliano and Frank Hurkle turn and roar at each other as they slam their chests together. Everyone in our corner of the lunchroom — except Sean and Matt, who just grimace — cracks up.

I could go over there and try to find out who chucked the corn at me, but really, what am I going to do if I figure out who it is? Offer up my ass to be summarily kicked?

I grab a napkin and brush the kernels from my hair and clothes. I look at Matt accusingly. “You were saying?”

“It’s today’s news, that’s all,” Matt says. “I bet it dies down in a week when something else comes along.”

“That’s not how these things work, and you know it. It’s been almost two years since Helen’s hot dog habits were revealed. And that hasn’t eased one bit.” I look down at my T-shirt, which is now peppered with seed-sized grease stains. “If anything, it’s gotten worse. You were in class. They were like a pack of hungry cheetahs on a downed ibex. And now I’m the ibex’s partner. The rest of my high-school days are cursed.”

“What’s an ibex?” Sean asks.

“Look,” I say. “It’s not my fault about Helen, okay? Maybe the rumors are true. Maybe not. Maybe she saves abandoned kittens and spoon-feeds old people in her spare time. None of it matters, because if I’m seen hanging with Helen, or even perceived to be hanging with her, for any reason, my rep will be destroyed so fast I might as well find the nearest monkery and sign right up. Forget about tagging any bases; I won’t even be warming the bench. Like it or not, how people see you is everything in this world. And once you’re tainted, you’re tainted for life.” I take a swig of my juice. “You don’t tie yourself to an anchor that’s being thrown overboard. That’s all I’m saying.”

“So you’re not going to do the project with her?” Matt asks.

“Hell no!” I say. “Do I look like an idiot?”

“Then what?” Sean says.

“We can just do our own thing. Split up the material and do two separate lessons. I’ll tell her next time I see her.”

“Yeah, well.” Sean talks with a full mouth of sandwich. “You think you’ve got it bad? Guess who’s in my Math class?”

“Oh, let me take a stab,” I say. “Tianna?”

“Yeah. How’d you know?”

I roll my eyes. “I’m sorry, but having your ex-girlfriend in one of your classes doesn’t even compare to my sitch.”

“But I’m going to have to see her every day.”

“It’s not even close, Sean. My problem is a million times worse.”

Valerie appears out of nowhere holding a tray loaded down with a salad, a brownie, a cinnamon bun, and lemon meringue pie. As if somehow the roughage balances out the desserts. How she manages to stay looking so skinny eating all the crap she does is amazing. If she were anyone else, I’d think she was yurking it all up, but Matt says her whole family’s like that — her mom, dad, and her little brother, George — so it’s got to be lucky genes, plain and simple.

Val sits down next to Matt. “Hey, guys,” she says. “What are we talking about?” I used to find that French accent of hers so hot, but now all it does is grate on me.

“Nothing,” I say.

To which Matt adds, “Coop got paired with Helen Harriwick for a Health class project.”

“Yeah.” Valerie takes the lid off her salad. “I heard about that.”

“You heard about it?” My stomach drops. “What’s it, on YouTube already?”

Valerie shrugs. “Kelly told me at our lockers.”

“Oh, really?” I say. “Did she tell you how she and Gina did a touchdown celebration when it was announced?”

“You should be the one celebrating.” Valerie gestures with her plastic fork. “Helen’s on the honor roll every semester. It’ll probably be the only A you get in your life.”

“That’s hysterious, Val,” I say. “But you can stop talking now, because we’ve already heard everything you’re going to say from your man-clone.”

“What?” She looks confused.

“Don’t listen to him,” Matt says. “He’s just ticked off because he thinks everyone’s going to associate him with Helen for the rest of his life.”

“I don’t think. I know.”

“Why do you even care about other people’s opinions?” Valerie asks, setting her salad aside untouched and tucking into her pie.

I cock my head. “Why don’t you ask my corn-covered shirt? And while you’re at it, maybe you should ask Helen that question, too. Then get back to me.”

Matt suddenly looks down intently at his tray. “S-T-F-U,” he mutters.

I turn to see Helen’s ponytail-pulled moon face approaching. I’m hoping she’ll just walk on by, but she stops right at the head of our table, her books hugged to her bulky sweatshirt-clad body. Her eyes are red-rimmed and puffy, like she’s been crying all morning. Which she probably has.

“Here’s your chance,” Sean mutters.

Helen starts talking, her lips barely moving. It’s impossible to make out what she’s saying because she’s talking so softly. Meaning I’ll either have to lean in close to hear her, or ask her to repeat herself, both of which will draw more attention to her standing here.

I surreptitiously scan the cafeteria to see if anybody is catching this. Miraculously, everyone seems to be otherwise engaged. Could it be that the winds of luck have shifted since this morning?

“I’m sorry, what?” I say.

“We need to meet to talk about the Health project,” she says a little louder, her eyes cast downward.

I’m tempted to point out that we could have done this during class if she hadn’t ducked out, but I don’t trust Sean not to pipe up about the fact that I passed out soon after.

“Oh, yeah.” I cough. “About that . . .” Go ahead, Coop, buddy. Kick her while she’s down. Give her the old boot to the belly. Why should you have to suffer too?

I look into her swollen eyes. There’s such sadness there. Aw, Christ. I take a breath. Close my eyes. Shake my head. “Let’s, uh . . . How about . . . after school?”

“In the library?” Her voice is high and thin, like a badly played flute.

Maybe it’s my imagination but she looks . . . What? Relieved? Which makes me feel like a prize jerk. I should just get this over with. Tell her we aren’t going to work together. But I can’t do it. Not here. Not now. “Uh, no. Not the library.” Not here at school. Not at the mall. Nowhere we could possibly be seen by anyone we’ve ever known ever. “How about . . . Golf Town?”

“Golf Town?” She frowns.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s a golf shop. Out on Douglas. Next to a plumbing supply place.” The only reason I know this is because my father brought me to this strip of stores in the middle of nowhere to pick up some part for one of our sinks last year. “I have to buy a birthday present for my dad.” He’s never golfed in his life, but how would she know? “A club or a putter or something. Two birds with one stone, you know?”

“Sure. Okay,” she says. “What time?”

“How about . . . five o’clock?” I say.

Helen writes it all down in her day planner. “All right. See you there.” She turns and heads off, back to wherever she sits during lunch. The girls’ bathroom, probably.

“What are you doing?” Sean asks. “I thought you were going to tell her —”

“She’s been crying, dude. Not all of us are heartless bastards like you.” But even as I say this, I’m trying to think of a million reasons why I can’t be at Golf Town today at five o’clock.

“Hey, don’t take your frustrations out on me.” Sean points at me with his half-eaten lardwich. “I’m not the one who said he wouldn’t work with her.”

“Want to trade?”

“No.”

“Thought so.”

“Only because it’s nice to see you squirm for a change. But if she was my partner, I’d deal with it.”

“If she was your partner, it wouldn’t mean anything. You’re already a plebe. People like to see the greats fall. They don’t try to topple the homeless.”

“I’m not homeless.”

“No, but you’re clueless.”

“Guys,” Matt interrupts. “Enough already.”

“Hey, I’ve got a thought,” Valerie says as she cuts her brownie into quarters. She’s already polished off her pie and her cinnamon bun.

Oh, great. This should be good.

“If it’s so important to Coop”— she pushes the brownie pieces into the center of the table for everyone to share —“why don’t you work with Helen, Matt? And Coop can work with Se —”

“No,” Sean blurts. “That’s a bad idea.”

I scowl at Sean. “Hey. The lady was speaking.”

Sean looks at Matt. “Please, Matt. Don’t do it,” he begs.

“Stay out of it,” I say. “This doesn’t affect you.”

“Does too. Because you’ll make me do all the work. Matt’s at least fair.”

I smile at Valerie. “Go on. You were saying?”

“I mean, we know it’s not a big deal, right?” Val looks over at Matt. “But if it means that much to your friend, pourquoi pas?”

Matt’s expression is priceless. He looks like he doesn’t know whether to cry or text the pope. “I . . . um . . .”

It’s a stellar plan, really. Matt’s already got a wife. If all the other girls in the school think he’s diseased, it shouldn’t matter one pube to him.

“Yeah . . . um . . .” Matt stammers. “Yeah. No. It’s, um . . . Yeah. Okay. Let’s switch. It’s a great idea, Val. I’ll take Helen.”

“See,” Valerie says, taking a bite of brownie. “Le problème a résolu.”

I toast the brilliant lady with my own piece of brownie. Maybe Matt being so whipped isn’t such a bad thing after all.
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“I’M TERRIBLY SORRY,” Mrs. Turris says when me, Matt, and Sean stop by her classroom after lunch. “But Fate has made up Her mind. And I am not one to mess with Her. Unless Fate intervenes, the partnerships must remain as they are.”

“This is Fate right here,” I insist. “Intervening. Matt is desperate to work with Helen. What could be more fateful than that?”

Mrs. Turris smiles. “Fate is beyond our control. By choosing to change partners, you’re trying to take back that control. I’m afraid I just can’t let it happen. My decision is final. The partnerships will stand.”

“Great,” I say, when we’re back in the hall. “Short of a miracle, I’m completely screwed.”

“Well, we can’t say we didn’t try.” Sean’s got a bounce to his step and a big grin on his face.

“You shouldn’t look so happy,” I say. “This is going to have a trickle-down effect, just so you know. I was all ready to help you navigate the bases, Sean. But my bad luck is your bad luck.”

Sean just shrugs. We walk in silence for a bit, dodging kids hurrying in the opposite direction.

“I really do think things will calm down after a few days,” Matt offers.

“Crush the Corn Dog!” Dean the Machine shouts as he shoulder checks me into the wall. My cheek slams hard into a bulletin board, a red thumbtack barely missing my eye. Dean high-tens one of his wrestling buddies as they jog off down the hall to whoops and hollers.

“You okay?” Matt asks.

“I’m going to ask you to stop saying that you think the Hot Dog Helen thing will calm down, okay?” As I push myself away from the corkboard, a purple sheet of paper flutters right in front of my face. Some lame artist has drawn a guitar, a bass, keyboards, and a drum kit in badly skewed perspective. Above the instruments, inside a bullet-hole border, are the words:

BATTLE OF THE BANDS
DECEMBER 16th


DEMO TAPES TO MR. GROSSMAN BY SEPT.15TH
Please Include two cover songs and one original song.
ONLY FOUR BANDS WILL QUALIFY.



I stare at the poster for a moment. Then something inside me clicks.

Here is my miracle. Win the Battle of the Bands and the Hot Dog Helen taint will be obliterated by my rock-and-roll awesomeness. And who gets to tag more bases than a rock god? No one.

“Guys, look at this.”

Matt and Sean glance at the poster.

“Cool,” Sean says. “They’re doing a Battle of the Bands. I wonder who’ll be playing?”

“We will,” I say.

The guys look at me like I just told them we’re going to try out for the football team.

“Our band.” I smile. “Arnold Murphy’s Bologna Dare. Remember?”

“Uh. Yeah,” Matt says. “I know we came up with the name. But I’m also aware that we suck. Which means it’s not going to be much of a battle.”

“We’ve already done a million gigs on Rock Band,” I say. “How much harder could it be?”

Sean backs away. “Are you nuts? Don’t you remember when we tried to play in your basement last year? Your neighbor’s dog started to howl in agony. And someone threw a brick through the window.”

“We’ll practice,” I say. “We’ll get better. All the best musicians were self-taught. Hendrix, Dylan, Van Halen, Eric Clapton, Jack White. We’ve got three months. It’s a beautiful thing. Think of all the hot babes we’ll get.”

“Yeah.” Matt rolls his eyes. “I’m sure Valerie will love that.”

“Okay, so Sean and I will take your share of the groupies. But you can still ogle, can’t you? When they take off their tops and toss their panties at us. Or did Valerie take your eyes along with your chestnuts?”

“Anyway,” Matt says. “Even if we could cobble something together by December, it says we need a demo tape by this Friday. So, right there we’re done.”

“I’ll figure something out,” I say. “Trust me. Just say you’ll do it. Think about it, dawgs. If we win this thing, we could become the most popular kids in the school.”

And “Corn Dog Coop” will die a quick and painless death.


[image: ]

LOWER ROCKVILLE’S PUBLIC transportation system is a sackful of suckage. The number 66 bus, in particular, is a piece of crap on four wheels. The seats are cracked and wonky, the air stinks of asparagus-pee, and the windows are all carved up with things like “John Haz Sex With Gotes” and “Ubducted and Anully Probbed.” If my English teacher, Mr. Metzendorf, ever rode this bus he’d go insane with all the spelling mistakes. I’m sitting at the back trying to avoid eye contact with the few wackos who are actually riding this rolling turd. We’re heading down Douglas Street and it’s 5:19 by my cell phone, which means I’m very late meeting Helen.

I hope that I haven’t missed her, because this might be my only chance — away from school and all the prying eyes — to let her know that we won’t be working together. And if she has another breakdown, at least there won’t be any Lower Rockville High witnesses.

Just for a precaution — in case someone happens to see us together — I’m wearing my father’s grease-stained, blue coveralls, a MACHINISTS DO IT WITH LUBE baseball cap pulled down low, and a pair of someone’s scratched-up old glasses I found in the junk drawer. The coveralls are a little long in the legs and sleeves, and the glasses make the world seem a little fuzzy, but I don’t care. Nobody’s going to recognize me. I’m just a dude coming home from work.

The bus pulls over to the curb across the street from the lonely strip mall. Apparently this isn’t a real popular stop because I’m the only one who gets off. I misjudge the last step — stupid glasses — and stumble to the sidewalk.

The bus takes off, puking black smoke and filling my nostrils with the harsh stink of diesel. I look both ways and time the traffic before jogging across the four-lane road.

When I get to the other side, I peer over the top of my eyewear. And there she is, standing with her back to me, her hair down and out of her ponytail, wearing a zipped-up ski vest over a black long-sleeve sweater, a backpack slung over her shoulders. She’s looking in the window of a school uniform shop, probably longing for a different life that includes private schools.

The chances of anyone I know being within ten miles of this place are pretty slim but still, I scope the surrounding area before I make my approach.

The coast is clear, so I stroll up to Helen. “’Sup?” I say.

She turns but obviously doesn’t recognize me. Sweet.

“It’s Coop.”

“Oh,” she says, blinking. “I didn’t . . . your clothes . . .”

I look down at my outfit and laugh. “Oh, yeah. I help my dad out at his shop after school. That’s why I was late. Sorry about that.” No need to mention that my dad only works mornings now that his hours have been cut in half. Or the fact that I’ve never even been to his shop. I figure the less she knows about me, the easier it will be to get away with stuff.

“I didn’t know you wore glasses.”

“Yeah. I don’t wear them at school ’cause they make me look like a royal dorkus. So, how do you want to do this?”

“Did you want to get your present first?”

“Present?”

“For your father.”

Damn it. “Oh, yeah. Let’s get that over with. It shouldn’t take long.”

I turn and make my way toward Golf Town, grab for the door handle, and come up with a fistful of air. Real smooth. Okay, maybe the glasses were a poor choice.

I force a laugh. “Guess I need a stronger prescription.”

On the second try I manage to grasp the handle and hold the door open for Helen. Not ’cause I’m a gentleman — though I can be, if it means the chance to inspect a hot girl’s boondocks — but because I don’t want Helen blocking my escape route if by some odd chance I see someone from school in the store.

The place smells like old man. Everything is green and white and brown. There are three dudes — bald, balder, and comb-over — huddled around the cash register. They’re all wearing lime-green Golf Town polos with name tags. They pay us absolutely no attention. Which is perfect, ’cause I’m not going to be buying anything anyway.

“What were you thinking of getting for him?” Helen asks.

“I have a few ideas.” I’ve golfed a couple of times with Matt and his grandpa, and even though I totally suck, I’m pretty familiar with all the crap you can outfit yourself with, so I plan to make this a pretty convincing charade. I stroll over to the glove rack and spin it like I’m actually looking for something specific.

I wonder if my dad really would like golf? Maybe I ought to suggest it sometime. I feel sort of bad for him. Coming home every day at noon with nothing to do but thumb through the classifieds looking for extra work. Might be good to get him out of the house once in a while.

I take a step toward a hat display and my foot catches on something. There’s a clattering sound as I do a face-plant into the carpet. My glasses go flying, which makes it easier to see that I’ve just felled a row of putters.

Helen hurries over to me.

“Are you all right?” she asks, crouching down.

“Yeah. Sure.” I get to my knees, rubbing my stinging palms. “Stupid golf clubs.”

Helen retrieves my glasses and hands them to me. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” I fold them and stick them in my pocket. That’s enough of those. I hoist myself to my feet. The comb-over guy is frowning at me.

“Just look at what you’ve done.” He starts collecting up the putters, all put out and annoyed, like I did it on purpose.

“Not injured,” I say, brushing myself off. “Thanks for asking.” The dude’s name tag says JULES, which is totally fitting. He’s wearing this heavy-duty knock-you-across-the-nose cologne that coats my sinuses with wet grass and low tide.

Jules lines the putters back up against the Peg-Board and crosses his arms. “Is there anything in particular you were looking for?”

“You mean before I nearly broke my neck?”

Jules says nothing, just raises his eyebrows.

“He’s looking for a birthday present for his father,” Helen interjects.

“Was there something specific your father was interested in?” Jules asks me, his voice laced with some major attitude, like he can smell my disinterest in everything golf above the stink of his perfume.

“I’m not exactly sure.”

“Could we narrow it down a little, maybe?”

Could we tea-bag your semi-bald head, maybe? Fine. He wants to play with me. I’ll play. “Yeah, okay,” I answer. “Do you have, like, a portable ball washer?”

“As a matter of fact we do,” Jules says, so smug and pleased with himself. “We have an automatic washer that you can attach to a golf cart. But it’s fairly expensive. Maybe out of your price range?”

“Oh, I don’t know, I’ve got a few Benjamins burning a hole in my pocket.” I pat the breast pocket of my coveralls. “Besides, my dad could sure use one of those washers. His balls are always so dirty. I don’t know how he does it, but every time he golfs, his balls get caked in mud.”

I glance over at Helen, her eyes horrified, her mouth a perfect O. The look on her face is priceless — and almost as funny as how clueless Jules seems to be.

Jules nods. “That’s what happens when you play on grass and dirt.”

“I guess so.” I shake my head. “Still, I don’t think I’ve ever seen balls quite this soiled. Do your balls get that filthy?”

“Depends on how muddy the course is. Follow me. I’ll show you the washer.” Jules marches across the store.

Helen and me trail behind. Her brow is tightly knitted. “What are you doing?” she whispers angrily.

“Shopping,” I say, waggling my eyebrows. “Come on, this should be fun.”

“Cooper, knock it off.”

But I pick up my pace, leaving Helen behind and joining Jules in aisle three.

“Here we are.” Jules gestures at a fancy red ball washer like a game show host toward a fabulous prize. “It’s forty-nine ninety-nine.”

“Forty-nine ninety-nine?” I call over to Helen, who’s hovering a few feet away. “That’s not too bad, right?” I turn back to Jules. “It’d be totally worth it. My dad is always making my mom wash his balls in the kitchen sink. It’s pretty gross.”

Helen stares at the floor, her face all scrunched up, like this is causing her actual physical pain.

But Jules is oblivious. “Yes, well, this washer ought to —”

“Oh, wait. I know. The other night, my dad was saying that his driver was old and useless. Something about the, um . . . shaft being too flexible?”

Jules nods like he’s known others with this particular problem. “Yes, that can pose some difficulty. It just so happens that I have a very nice driver with a fairly rigid shaft.”

“Oh you do, do you?” I give Jules a conspiratorial wink. “But are you willing to sell it?”

Jules stares at me blankly. “Of course. If you can afford it.”

Helen sighs and shifts her weight. Her neck and cheeks flaming.

“This wood of yours,” I say. “Does it have one of those really big heads?”

Jules leans in. “It’s not called Big Bertha for nothing.”

“Big Bertha?” I give a low whistle. “You don’t say.”

I glance over at Helen. Surely she must find at least this much funny.

Apparently not. She’s suddenly gotten very interested in the golf shoes.

“Would you like me to show it to you?” Jules asks.

I call out to Helen. “He wants to show us his Big Bertha, Helen. Aren’t the salesmen here the friendliest you’ve ever seen?”

“Coop.” Helen’s voice is barely contained. “Why don’t we just go look at the clubs by ourselves and let the salesman help someone else?”

“Because he’s helping me right now.” I look at Jules. “So, do you want to show it to us right here on the showroom floor? Or should we go in the back?”

Jules seems confused. “Um. No. Wait right here. I’ll just go grab it.”

He shuffles off, his pants sagging in the back like he’s got a big old load weighing him down.

Helen storms over to me, her arms crossed, her jaw clenched. “This is not funny, Coop.”

“What are you talking about?” I say, nearly losing it. “This is freakin’ hilarious. The dude has no clue he’s just offered to sell me his wang. What’s funnier than that?”

“You’re being mean.”

“Here we go,” Jules says, wielding a big fancy driver with an enormous silver head. He holds it out to me. “You wanted stiff. Take a feel of that.”

I grab the club and hoist in the air, waving it around a bit. “Wow. That is a stiff one,” I say. “I bet you could do some real damage with this.”

Jules nods. “Your Dad unwraps that bad boy on his birthday and I guarantee it’ll put a big smile on his face.”

“Not to mention my Mom’s,” I say.

This makes Jules laugh, though I don’t think he’s sure why.

“What do you think, Helen?” I say turning toward her. But she’s already stalking off toward the front door.

Jules watches her go, then looks back at me. “Is something wrong?”

I turn to see Helen shove open the front door and exit. “Her uncle was killed by a stray divot. Caught him right in the mouth. Choked to death. It was horrible.” I hand the club back to him. “I better go comfort her.”

I start to leave and Jules calls after me. “Do you want me to hold it for you?”

A thousand funny comebacks flip through my head. But I let it go. “I’ll think about it,” I say as I head out of the store.

I approach Helen, who’s standing at the bus stop. “What’s your prob? I was just getting warmed up in there.”

Her eyes won’t meet mine. “I’m going home.”

“What? Why? Don’t we have to discuss our project?”

“I just . . .” Helen shakes her head. “You’re really rude, you know that?”

“What? Me? That guy was a total dingus.”

“He’s just trying to do his job. He probably has kids to feed. You were wasting his time — and making fun of him.”

“Big whoop. Like I care.”

“You should care. He’s a person. Just like you. How would you feel if someone said those things to you?”

“I’d think it was pretty damn funny. Hey, look, it wasn’t like he was all, ‘Let me help you up’ or ‘Are you hurt?’ when I fell down. No, it was just, ‘What do you want to buy?’ People get what they deserve.”

Helen looks down the street, like what she wants to say next is somewhere off in the distance. She turns back to me. “You weren’t going to buy anything in there, were you? You just had us meet here so that nobody would see us together.”

My pulse suddenly quickens. “What? No.” There’s a pounding in my ears. “I was going to buy something. But not after he started treating me like a tool.”

“I bet you don’t even work with your dad. I bet you put on that outfit to try to disguise yourself. Along with the glasses. Which you don’t wear.”

“How would you know?”

“Please, Cooper. You were stumbling around like a drunk. Besides. We’ve been going to school together since fourth grade. And I’ve never seen you wear glasses. Ever.”

“Look who’s been keeping a close eye on me all these years. I don’t know whether to be flattered or creeped out. Of course, who could blame you, but still . . .”

Helen’s gaze flicks back down the road. A 66 bus is headed toward us. She hikes her backpack up. “Whatever. You don’t want to work with me, obviously. And I’m happy not to work with you so, why don’t we just go to Mrs. Turris tomorrow and ask if we can do projects on our own?”

“Works for me. If that’s what you want. I don’t know what your big ish is with me, but fine. I can take the rejection.”

“Right. Put this on me. That way you don’t have to feel bad about yourself.”

“I don’t feel bad about myself, okay? ’Cause I’m here. You’re the one who’s leaving.”

The bus pulls up and opens its doors. “That’s right. I am leaving. Golf Town. How could I have been so stupid?” And with that, she steps up onto the number 66.

She must know that I’m waiting for the 66 too, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to ride the same bus as her. Better to wait the fifteen minutes and take the next one.

As the bus takes off, I stand there thinking how perfectly that all played out. It was actually way easier than I thought it was going to be. And tomorrow, I’ll be free as a bird.
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