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How often do you think that the ’90s and/or early 2000s were only ten years ago? How many times do you look at your cracked and busted up iPhone, only to think back to the days when it was a walkie-talkie instead? How many times are you driving along and you see kids on bikes and remember when that was your only means of transportation? And how many times do you wish you could go back? 
Nostalgia. What does it mean to you? Is it solely thinking back on the good times? Is it thinking back to simplicity and youth, and lack of responsibilities? Or is it just a snapshot in history? A blip on the map.
There are moments in my adulthood, especially in spring when flowers are in bloom, that I catch a scent in the air that transports me back to these early childhood memories. Sometimes the memories come back in full. Sometimes they escape with the breeze they came in on. I just can’t place them all, yet they elicit a response: “I’ve smelt this before long ago”.
It seems like everywhere I turn on social media these days, there are “Early 2000s Starter Pack” or “Fashion of 2001” or “Millennial Nostalgia.” There we see flared-out jeans, Tamagotchis, pigtails like Britney, two-toned bleach and black like Christina, and MySpace. People post about MTV’s classic lineups of shows like Cribs, Real World, Punk’d, True Life, and, of course, TRL. This was back in the day when MTV actually had music videos.
I believe it’s all to escape the present—to escape the endless internet trolling, to escape the endless hate, to go back to simpler times in our millennial youth. Because these days, Facebook is a battleground. It’s strayed so far from what it was designed to be: a place for college kids to be college kids—even us high schoolers got into it when the website was young. No lie, I was one of the first five million to have Facebook. Wild to think about.
We talked on each other’s walls rather than in their messages. We shared pictures from parties—some that would get us in trouble with the authorities and our high school faculty. We flirted. We knew that when two people became “Facebook official”, it was a serious relationship. Do you remember the original “poke” button? I ‘member.
What about Instagram? Remember when it was all about art and photography and not influencing? Remember when the feed was based on chronological order rather than an impossible algorithm?
The more visual apparatus and design it had over Facebook was what attracted everyone to it. Professional photographers went there to share their stunning shots. Average Joe went there to snap a selfie of himself at lunch on a Tuesday. It was rudimentary. It was cool. 
Social media is no longer about socializing with others; it’s about hating them. It’s about paid trolls and culture wars. It’s about affiliate programs and social credit. 
But the little bit of light, a little chance to escape the madness, is through the lens of what once was.
That’s what I’m here to give you.

      [image: ]While I was in college, I’d drive to get lost, deep on the back roads of northeastern Kansas, only to find myself back on a main highway again. This usually happened on my Friday afternoon drives after class, especially in the spring. The credit hours piled up, the stress was a mountain, and I needed a release from the chaos.
But now, I just drive to drive. Sure, with the way the world is right now, it’s great to escape and just be alone with your head and away from the hustle and bustle and negativity. But it’s a good time to reflect and reminisce about the good ole days.
It’s Memorial Day Sunday, in the afternoon, and I decide to do just that. I first head down Johnson Drive from deep in the heart of Shawnee. As I travel west—as the road slithers a touch, windows down—I look to the left and see the castle in which I used to be babysat. I don’t really remember it—only through my parents’ tales does it create a memory, false or valid.
I continue west as the road straightens out, and ten seconds later, I’m looking left again. This time, at a place I remember without a doubt: the first house I grew up in. It’s no longer the haint blue that it once was, but that’s it, that’s the one.
It’s at this house that my love of lilacs became a thing. There was an area in the sprawling backyard that I called the “Stick House.” It was essentially a fort of lilac bushes that you could hide and play in. It just may have been my favorite part of the backyard.
So, whenever spring rolls around, even to this day, and lilacs fill my nostrils, I go back to six or seven years old, getting dirty and scratched up—like a young boy should—in the “Stick House.”
My smile stays as I head further down the road.
When I reach Pflumm, knowing I have a while before my next stop, I turn on my best “Summer Hits of the ’90s” playlist and smile. The best song on the face of this earth comes on first: Mark Morrison’s 1996 classic, “Return of the Mack.” It’s the extended version, with the smooth piano intro. It sets the mood just right. 
The warm air funnels through the car and my hair. Somewhere off to the right is a cardinal chirping. Somewhere to the left is a chickadee. A girl who’s speeding slightly drives by, windows also down, listening to Ellie Langley’s “Weren’t For The Wind”.
Up and down hills. Another slither of the road. Over the highway. Down a hill, where I need to briefly roll my windows up to escape the smell of the nearby dump.
“Damn, that’s gross. Don’t miss that.”
I take a drink of a newly bought Sprite fountain drink from QuikTrip, hoping that it will get rid of the smell that violated all of my senses.
Up the hill, down the road slithers, past the ball fields, and eventually to the sign that reads Pond Pointe. I turn in. To take in the memory fully, I come to a stop on the side of the road. To my left is the park where that Fourth of July happened. I smile as I look down and scroll through my playlist. “Doin’ Time” by Sublime.
Yeah, that’s the one.
At the place I’m heading to, I remember the first time I heard the song. I’d been riding around with my brother, listening to the radio—probably 96.5 The Buzz—when it came on right when we pulled up to the house. He said, “I’ll be in in a minute. I wanna listen to this.” Instead, I stayed in the car with him.
I owe a lot of my early music tastes to him: Nirvana, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Smashmouth, Incubus, Blind Melon, and anything else from the ’90s that blared through his old Volvo’s speakers.
When I eventually pull up to the second house I lived in growing up, the song just ends, and I see a couple in their mid to late sixties sitting in lawn chairs in the driveway—my driveway—basking in the sun. There’s no more basketball hoop, which was a big part of my life on the block. 
“Screw it,” I mutter to myself. I figure this is as good an opportunity as any. I park on the opposite side of the street and get out.
“How’s it going?” I say as I wave and move closer. They both look at me with intrigue but no hostility; they could have thought I was a solicitor or something. “This may be a little strange…” Never start with that. It’s like when someone says “no offense”—they really mean to offend you. Really, man? You still suck at your choice of words.  “...but I actually grew up here.”
The couple looks at each other, puzzled at first, and then the man speaks up. “Is that right?”
“Yup,” I say as I stop just shy of the driveway. I look around at the other houses as I continue. “Just been enjoying the weather with a nice drive—figured I would stroll on through the ole neighborhood.” My eye catches the two pots. “Oh wow, I think we left these pots here way back when. Still here, I see.” 
My parents had brought two cement pots from the old house and placed them on both sides of the driveway. 
“Is that right?” the old man says again, this time with a friendlier face.
“Please, come sit.” The woman gets up and goes into the garage. There, she grabs another lawn chair and opens it up for me. “Would you like something to drink?”
“No…no thanks. I appreciate it, though.” Right as I sit, I point straight out. “My good friend EJ’s parents still live there.”
“You know the Jacobsons?” the man asked.
“I do. Very well. Don’t know anyone else on the street anymore, I’m afraid—a lot has changed.” I look around again and vaguely recognize the neighborhood I terrorized as a kid.
“So your parents must have been the original owners, correct?” The woman asks.
“Oh yes, sorry. My name’s Andrew. Andrew Kent. My friends back then called me ‘Andy.’ We moved here in ’98—Valentine’s Day of ’98, to be exact. We were actually the first ones on this side of the street, too.”
“Is that right?”
“Andrew,” the woman asks, “What’s your fondest memory while living here?”
I chuckle as I say, “Do you have a week to listen? I have way too many.”
“Well, take us back with you. We love nostalgic stories.”
I look around again at the houses. Scenes pop into my head: EJ and I running around in the middle of the street as our parents talk to each other as a huge storm rolls in, lightsaber fighting on the sidewalks imitating the epic duel between Qui-Gon, Obi-Wan, and Darth Maul, and riding our bikes while coasting on our back pegs. But the memories that I was most fond of were from that summer of 2003; it stood out amongst those of the late ’90s and early 2000s. 
“I can tell you this,” I joke. “Instead of putting a mortgage down on a house in 2003 at thirteen years old, I was a menace on this street.”
The couple laughs. “A menace on the street?” the woman asks. “You’re funny, Andrew.”
“Well, sort of,” I laugh. “2003 was a wild summer, especially that last month of it, when things really heated up around here. But all I was really trying to do was protect my friends. And after that Fourth of July…”
I let that sentence hang out there without finishing it. The couple look at each other before coming back to me. The woman says, “You’ve got my attention, Andrew. Please tell.”
I look at the old man, and he’s just as eager as she is.
“Okay. Well, it all started on the last day of school, when I was humiliated in front of the entire class.”
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2:52 pm. 
Oh, for crying out loud!
I learned that one from my old man. It was one of his favorite sayings when he couldn’t hit a nail straight, or when the rabbits ate his flowers, or when he found out about something bad I did. To echo him at that moment was justified.
We were close. We were oh so close, yet so far away, and Mrs. Baumgartner was squeezing out every little bit she could from us. It wasn’t fair. Someone told me that Mr. Ost (pronounced with a long “O” sound) down the hall was letting his home class do whatever they wanted during their last hour—play paper football, listen to music, talk about their summer plans, etc. Mrs. Baumgartner was making us read The Bible. In particular, Proverbs—something about golden apples and golden earrings and honey and vomiting. I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention.
But what made it worse was the heat—the sweltering, miserable, Godforsaken heat. And the cherry on top? No A/C in the old ass brick building. No matter how hard and fast those ceiling fans swirled, it made no difference to our short-sleeved, cotton polos that stuck to us, especially when we spent extended periods with our backs flush against the backs of those all-in-one wooden desks.
Those desks were the worst, especially for the one in seven of us who are left-handed; they were made for the overwhelming majority of right-handed pupils. Discrimination, if you ask me. We lefty weirdos didn’t have the privilege of an armrest while writing, and to add insult to injury, we suffered from the horrible disease known as “Silver Surfer Syndrome.” The cause of this atrocious disease was when we lefties would smear our pencil writing with the meaty part of our palm directly under our pinky finger as we wrote from left to right. It would leave our hands looking as if they were slowly turning silver and our writing completely illegible.
2:53 pm.
Only a minute has passed?! Oh. My. God.
Summer break was mere minutes away, but of all the last days of school that I had had up until that point, this one was the worst. I can’t tell you why, but there was just something about it and how it dragged on like a one-sided baseball game.
It’s not like we even had a lot of snow days during the year; the school would make up for those by tacking on more school days, sometimes even into June, to allot for what we’d missed in those winter months. That was cruel. That was inhumane. That was blasphemy. How dare they deprive us of our well-deserved summer?
Nah, we had like one snow day in the 2002/2003 school year. I think. Maybe two. It wasn’t enough to really tack onto the end of the year, so they told our parents. So instead, most of the teachers milked the hell out of this second-to-last week of May; it was no better than going into the first week of June.
“Very good, Amanda. Thank you for reading. Now…who’s next?” Silence fell across the room as Mrs. Baumgartner looked around for her next victim. “Ah, Andrew. Could you pick up where Amanda stopped?”
Shitsticks.
I was busted.
“Um, yeah…uh…” I flipped through the pages, trying to stall time, but I had absolutely no idea where we were; there were like thirty-one chapters in Proverbs!
Why the hell did she have to call on me?! Couldn’t she have picked someone like the shithead, Todd Clampitt?! Todd was the true menace of the classroom. I was a mere peasant compared to the shenanigans that he pulled in Mrs. Baumgartner’s class.
“I, uh—”
“Let me guess—not paying attention.” Mrs. Baumgartner’s eyes were razor sharp, and I bet she wished she’d had a ruler as they did in the old days, as I’m sure she wouldn’t have hesitated in giving me a wicked smack across the knuckles.
Chuckles began to form around the room, and my heart was starting to thump.
“No, I was, I just—”
“You weren’t. Don’t try to lie to me. You’re lucky this is the last day.”
I sank lower in my chair.
“You know, I actually have the perfect scripture for you. I think it fits your personality.” If there was someone in the room not paying attention before, as I hadn’t, they sure as hell were now. “It just so happens to be close to where Amanda left off. Go to chapter twenty-six and skip ahead to verse three. Read it aloud.”
I flipped through the pages (I was all the way back on chapter twelve) almost ripping the super-thin paper.
“The whip for the horse, the bridle for the ass, and the rod…” I stopped and took a deep breath. The room was building with energy and even more snickers.
“Go on…” Mrs. Baumgartner pushed.
“...and the rod for the back of the fools.”
The class lost it in laughter. Mrs. Baumgartner didn’t stop them; she enjoyed it as much as they did. She knew the word “fool” hit deep. I looked back at Marcus, hoping that he would at least have some sympathy for me, yet even he was laughing.
Asshole, I thought.
2:56 pm.
“Alright, Jessica, would you like to bring it home for us? Finish the rest of the chapter, please,” Mrs. Baumgartner said.
Jessica. The goodie two-shoes of the class. The teacher’s pet. One time, in second grade, we were sitting across from each other at lunch. I can’t remember what exactly elicited the response out of me—maybe I didn’t get what I wanted in my packed lunch, or maybe there was a grey hair strand in my rectangle pizza from the lunch ladies—but I ended up blurting out: “Ah, what the hell?“ Perfect and innocent little Jessica gasped in disbelief at what I’d said and shot her arm straight up in the air to tell on me.
“No, Jessica, please!” I begged.
She wouldn’t budge.
“Please, Jessica!”
Her arm stayed firm, unwavering, as I saw Mr. Truman begin his walk over.
Oh my God, I’m gonna get grounded! Jessica, please!
It was the longest minute of my life, but eventually Mr. Truman got over to us. “What is it, Jessica?”
“Andrew said a bad word.”
He looked at me. “Is that true, Andrew?”
“Uh–uh, no!”
“Yes, huh!” Jessica insisted.
“Andrew, come with me.”
As I walked away from the lunch table and looked back, Jessica had the biggest grin on her face as if she was Lunchtable PD and had met her monthly quota. And I was “ticketed,” alright. I had to call my mom and tell her what I said, and then had anxiety for the rest of the day, terrified to face the wrath when I got home.
And yes, I got grounded.
So, as I heard Jessica reading scripture with a mere two minutes left until summer break, I still held a vendetta for what she did to me five years prior. Some people just don’t forget. Some people just don’t forgive.
I gripped my pencil tightly and twisted it with my grudge, then returned my gaze outside to the sunshine and the dozens of cars parked out front on the blacktop waiting to pick up their kiddos.
3:00 pm.
The bell erupted the loudest I’d ever heard it before, or maybe it was my imagination, my mind playing tricks on me. Regardless, it didn’t stand a chance in volume to the roar of kids all up and down the hallway and the screeches of chairs being backed up.
I walked back to Marcus. “Why’d you have to laugh at me, too?”
“Ah, come on, man, it was funny. You were so spaced out.” He started laughing again as he slid his Bible into his backpack, slung the backpack over his shoulders, and then grabbed his crutches.
While everyone rushed out of the room and into the hallway, I took my time and stayed with Marcus. He was getting better with his crutches, but was still slower than the rest, of whom had two fully functioning legs.
“Stay out of trouble, boys,” Mrs. Baumgartner said with scornful eyes as we passed her desk toward the door.
“Yes, Mrs. Baumgartner,” we replied in unison.
Once in the hallway, it was mayhem. Papers littered the floor, students were running in all different directions with smiles on their faces and laughter in their souls, and teachers were doing all they could to contain it, but they were outnumbered twenty to one. 
At the same time, as if choreographed, a group of eighth-grade girls reached into their binders and flung papers up into the air. With a flip of their multi-layered, wavy hair, they were down the stairs and out the front doors, fully channeling their inner “Avril” or “Brittany Murphy” energy, with chins up high. They had untucked their white, red, or blue polo t-shirt out of their skirt, with the latter rolled at the waist to make it shorter than it was supposed to be at knee length. 
Marcus had to take the stairs one by one, staying close to the railing, while I made sure that the rushing others didn’t plow into him. Although Marcus had hit his growth spurt and was taller and stronger than most in our grade, he was still vulnerable to idiots being let out of a brick cage for two and a half months.
When we got outside, he turned to head up to the after-school daycare program, where his mom worked. I used to have to go, as it was for kids whose parents weren’t able to pick them up right after school because of the typical nine-to-five. But things changed at the beginning of sixth grade, when I started carpooling with a neighbor. Unfortunately, that neighbor and I weren’t exactly friends anymore—made for awkward car rides home. He picked his side in the battle, and I picked mine.
“Oh, wait—Andy. Forgot that I burned a CD. Here.” He reached into his backpack, pulled out his Panasonic CD player. He snapped the CD out of it and handed it to me. In Sharpie it read “Summer Jamz ’03.”
“But didn’t you just burn this?” I asked. “I don’t want to take it from you.”
“It’s all good. I’ll burn another when I get home.”
“Thanks, dude.”
 Before he disappeared from sight amongst the rest of the kids heading to after-school care, he yelled back at me. “See you at camp, jabroni!” He laughed, then started crutching his way up the hill.
“See you at camp, jabroni!” I echoed as I walked in the opposite direction.
When I jumped into my neighbors’ van and went to the very back row, I said hi to my enemy’s mom, who was in the driver’s seat, then snapped the CD into my Walkman and pressed play. “Summertime” by DJ Jazzy Jeff and The Fresh Prince was track one and the perfect intro into the wild summer to come.
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“Can I go yet?!” I pleaded. I was missing out on all the fun. 
“I don’t think I heard a vacuum.” The stern words of a mother halted my progress.
“But—”
“No arguing, Andrew.”
“Ughh,” I groaned as I ran back up the stairs to my room. There was a massive water gun fight going on outside, and I had to join it. This…cleaning your room and vacuuming crap was keeping me from it. Plus, I had a secret weapon that I was dying to use for the first time; it made these chores even more unbearable.
Once upstairs, I opened the hall closet next to my bedroom door and pulled out the Dirt Devil. I plugged it into the socket behind my open door and began the mundane back-and-forth with lines that were nowhere near straight.
This is so lame.
It was my first year as a proper teenager, thirteen years old, and I was starting to get an attitude. Everything annoyed me: parents, school teachers, and especially chores.
I don’t think I vacuumed for more than two or three minutes before I quickly turned off the beast, unplugged it, and rolled up the cord in the most disheveled way. I couldn’t care less. I crammed it back into the hallway closet, then ran downstairs and into the kitchen, where my parents were starting to prep for dinner.
“Can I go now?!”
“Your room look nice and tidy?” My dad asked.
“Yessss.”
He looked at my mom, who gave him a nod. “Okay, you can go.”
From the kitchen, I bolted through the laundry room and into the garage. I slammed the garage door opener on the wall and ran to the front and over to the side where my baby was: the Super Soaker Monster XL.
This was the water gun of all water guns. La crème de la crème. The Revelator. The Judge. With a reservoir of almost a gallon, two blasters resembling a Gatling gun, two legs to act as a bipod, and a strap to carry over your shoulder, this ruled over all. It was a heavy SOB, but unmatched on the battlefield.
I ran to the side of the house, to the spigot, and opened it full blast. Water sprayed and ricocheted everywhere before I matched the open hole of the reservoir up to the opening of the spigot. And then I waited…and waited…and waited.
“Dammit, hurry up!”
My impatience was killing me. My friends had no idea what was coming for them, but I was afraid that they would never find out—that their battle would be over before mine began.
What seemed like an eternity later, and as the gun became heavier and heavier, the reservoir completely filled. Water blasted out, overflowing over everything. My shirt and face were friendly fire.
I slung the strap over my shoulder as it gnawed into my skin and ran out to meet my opponents.






  
  
I saw Colton and his dark red hair dart across the street from right to left and into EJ’s backyard, a house two doors down from mine. He had a small neon yellow and green Super Soaker and was pumping it as he disappeared down the small side yard. 
Good call.
I needed to pump this thing I was lugging myself. The problem was, this was a pain in the ass to pump. I could get two or three in, no problem. But in order to get the maximum power, the ultimate delivery of “Super Soaked,” you needed at least six or seven. Those were damn near impossible to get with my spaghetti arms.
So, as I stopped to survey the land once more, I started. I got behind the next-door neighbor’s F-150 Sport-Trac, put the Super Soaker on its butt, and pumped down with all my might.
One. Two. Three, I counted in my head.
Easy.
Four. Five. 
Getting harder.
Six. Seven. You can get one more.
With teeth gritting and arms shaking, I got the last pump in. Eight.
“I’m out!” A yell boomed from the side yard. “I said, I’m out!” Someone wasn’t happy, and I think I knew who it was. But it also confused me.
“What are they doing here?” I whispered.
Peaking above the head of the Sport-Trac, I stayed put as I heard screams and laughter coming from EJ’s backyard. I wanted to go, but something was making me stay put. I wanted to know if my inclinations were correct. 
They were. 
Fifteen seconds later, Phoenix and his best friend, Carlos, came up to EJ’s front yard. Phoenix was the de-facto leader of the “End of The Street Boyz,” and dressed like a punk: black spiked hair, spiked necklace, and a black Hurley shirt. He lived on the end of the street—where it was a T-intersection—on the right side. If you took a right at the T, a couple houses down was where Carlos lived.
Carlos was my neighbor carpooler, the one that was no longer my friend. But was he really even a friend to begin with? I’d never told my parents, as I didn’t want to be a rat, but he was the bullying type. As soon as we’d get to school, he would turn that facade of a friend act around and remind me of how much he hated me. I’d done nothing wrong but have zits on my face and seventh grade next to my year book photo.
So, when the last day of school had come and passed, my old carpooling “buddy” was just as happy to see me get out of his van for the last time, as next year he was going to the nearby high school with Phoenix. There would be carpooling no more.
Phoenix and Carlos seemed to be regrouping with their puny Super Soaker 50s. They were arguing, with Phoenix towering over Carlos. They didn’t see me. They didn’t know I was sneaking up on them. They just didn’t know.
As the water sloshed back and forth in the reservoir, I was shaking, sure that they would hear me sneaking up on them. But like a ninja, I got closer and closer until finally, I squeezed the trigger with all my might.
Two fully opened nozzles of pressurized “Old Faithful” blasted out while simultaneously pushing me back; the kick of that thing was real. As the rockets of water hit Phoenix square in the back, he arched backwards like Sgt. Elias of Platoon and let out a piercing squeal. He dropped his water gun in tandem.
Carlos took off running in the opposite direction, completely bailing on his leader. The fear in his eyes as he looked back told all.
“You son of a bitch!” Phoenix yelled as he turned around to see me. I’m surprised steam didn’t spew out of his ears because his face was Ferrari red.
With the massive gun now several pounds lighter, I took off in a sprint down the small incline and into EJ’s backyard. Now normally, I would have easily been able to outrun anyone except EJ—he was fast—but because I still had this cumbersome piece of Lonnie Johnson engineering, a furious Phoenix easily pounced on me.
It was a stinging blow across the top of my back. What was first laughter from running away, turned to fear and anger. They both coursed through me—two feelings that I was new to.
I turned around. “What the hell was that for?!”
It was my turn. I threw a punch back, but missed horribly. He countered with a haymaker that hit my left shoulder, causing the strap of the Monster XL to slip off. It hit the ground with a crack. I threw a haymaker of my own, and it connected with his left cheekbone. By this time, EJ, Colton, and Colton’s older sister, Krista, all circled around and started yelling.
“Stop! Hey, stop it!”
Phoenix lowered down and tackled me, something I hadn’t expected. Midfall, I turned us slightly; we both hid our sides to the ground with a thud. He was stronger, there was no doubt about it, but my football roots helped in some capacity.
We wrestled for what seemed like an hour—him trying his best to get me in a headlock—me trying to punch him anywhere I could, before a booming voice came from the exterior deck above.
“Hey! Heyyy! No fighting!”
EJ’s mom.
“Get off him!” EJ yelled as he tried to pull Phoenix off me. Phoenix gave him a hard shove back. EJ fell to the ground, but popped right back up.
“You want some, too, blind bat?!” Phoenix yelled at him. While his attention was sidetracked, a second haymaker of mine blasted him across the back of the head. “You son of a b—” He returned his attention to me and started swinging at my ribs. Direct contact.
“I said, knock it off!” Mrs. Jacobson was livid. She’d seen Phoenix push her only son, and Mount Vesuvius erupted. Like the protective momma bear that she was, she yanked Phoenix off of me with ease and threw him in the other direction. He fell to the ground, landing on his tailbone. Momma Jacobson hovered and pointed her finger over him in the direction of his house.
“Phoenix, go home. Now!” By this point, EJ’s dad had also reached me. I could see the anger on his face. But the piercing eyes of Mrs. Jacobson toward Phoenix were slim to none; they never left him as he picked up his puny water gun and started jogging away.
“This isn’t over, Kent!” he yelled back.
“Oh yes, it is!” Mrs. Jacobson yelled back, without hesitation. “Enjoy your hell-hole dungeon. A little birdie’s going to tell your parents all about this.” Her petty wit and the speed with which it was delivered was downright brutal. 
Realising his defeat, Phoenix turned and continued jogging up the side of the house where he met up with Carlos, who was peering around the corner. “You left me!” I faintly heard.
“See! I told you!” Colton Brown was in his sister’s face. “I knew something like this would happen. You didn’t listen!”
I gathered right then and there that Krista had invited Phoenix and Carlos to join in the water fight despite Colton’s warning not to. He had told her on numerous occasions that the older boys hated us, but since she was also in their grade and friends with them, she never listened. Krista stood there brooding before turning and running off after the two.
“There you go!” Colton yelled after her. “Off with your lame-ass friends! Your future is looking so bright!”
Mrs. Jacobson followed Krista with her eyes for a second, then looked back at us. In a much calmer voice, she turned to the three of us. “Colton. Andrew. I think it’s best that you go home, too.”
Colton and EJ, who had mixed emotions of anger and compassion, both gave me a pat on the back, as then Colton turned around to leave up the other side yard.
“Andrew, are you okay?” Mr. Jacobson asked as he inspected me.
“I…I’m fine, thanks. All I did was…all I did was spray him with my water gun and he punched me.” I could feel my eyes welling up and my vision getting blurry.
“We know, honey, we know. We saw most of it.” Mrs. Jacobson’s voice was soothing. I knew the Jacobsons had my back, which I always appreciated. “Run on home. Everything will be fine.”
I picked up my Monster XL; one of its legs had broken off due to the fall. My heart hurt, as my dad had just bought it for me and had paid a whole fifty-dollars for it. He was not going to be happy. 
I had no choice; I was going to have to hide it.
“Are you getting on AIM tonight?” EJ asked me as I started to walk back home, tears sliding down my cheeks.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Hopefully.”
“Kewl.”






  
  
Dad’s gonna kill me! He’s gonna ground me for life. 
When I got home, I went back to the side of the house where the spigot was and hid the broken gun there, under a small overhang, delaying the inevitable.
Did I deserve it to be broken? After all, I’d brought a metaphorical gun to a knife fight. The technology I wielded was far superior than those whom it came down on. Was I being punished for it?
When I went through the front door, I immediately ran upstairs to my bathroom to check my face.
“Dinner’s almost ready,” my mom hollered after me.
“Be right back down.”
When I looked in the mirror, it was slightly what I feared: my arms and legs were scratched up from the wrestling in the grass, my white t-shirt had grass stains on it, and there was welt starting to form above my right eyebrow. My face was flushed and my eyes were red, easy signs that I’d been crying. My back and ribs were starting to ache, too.
I’m done for.
As if my appearance wasn’t showing enough guilt, I feared the expectation of a phone call from EJ’s mom at any minute. I would hear it ringing from the three landlines that we had: one in my parents’ bedroom, one in my mom’s office, and one downstairs near the kitchen. The call of reckoning.
I splashed water on my face, took my shirt off to put on a new one, and slowly made my way downstairs. And when I mean slowly, I mean slowly. I took each step by counting to five. But I didn’t get far with it. As if mothers have some sort of spiritual intuition, she yelled in the perfect tone and pitch to reach me; I wasn’t even visible yet from her point of view. “Andrew, can you help your dad set the table?”
How the hell’d she know I was even here?
I took the second flight of stairs at normal speed.
“Grab some water glasses, please,” my dad said as I reached the kitchen. I grabbed them down from the cabinet and went the long way around the center island to the fridge for ice, my right side away from my parents’ view. I then went the opposite way in which I came, and scurried across and behind my mom, who was at the stovetop, and filled up the glasses in the sink. And then I walked to the table.
“Okay, dish up,” she said.
I grabbed my plate from the table slowly, as if to let my dad go in front of me, but in his usual self, he said, “Go ahead.”
I went the long way around the table, keeping the right side of my face away from him, and again went by the fridge which hugged the right side of the kitchen—stove in middle, sink on left. 
Oh my God, Andy. You’re so dumb. You’re being an idiot right now.
I stuck my fork into two fried pork chops, took the ladle and dumped some mashed potatoes, and then another spoon for the mixed veggies. Last but not least, the mashed potatoes became a volcano with hot magma in the form of gravy.
One by one, we sat down.
“Who wants to say grace?” my mom asked.
“I think Andrew should,” my dad answered. With my head looking down, my eyes quickly darted up to see his eyes catch mine. He had a smirk on his face.
“Bless us, oh Lord, for these thy gifts…”
When the prayer was complete, a silence fell around the table. In that silence, I was thinking that I was in the clear from the phone call from two doors down; if it would have happened, it would have happened by now. That hope diminished when two or three minutes later the silence finally broke.
“So, what exactly happened to your face there, Andrew?” my dad asked, looking down at his food and chewing.
My heart started thumping. “Uh…I uh…I hit my head on EJ’s deck.”
“Is that right?” he said as he looked up and locked eyes with mine. The smirk had faded and stone-cold was there instead. He continued chewing. 
“Yeah, like you said, I’m going through a growth spurt.” I hadn’t quite known what that meant when my parents started using the term constantly, but I eventually figured it out: I was growing rapidly due to a thing called “puberty.”
“A little birdie said otherwise,” my dad challenged.
My mom was looking at me now.
What’s up with all these “little birdies?!” Like…homing pigeons? I pondered the saying further. It was an analogy, and in this case, Mrs. Jacobson was the little birdie. She was the little birdie for Phoenix and now me. Wait…no way. It couldn’t have been her. There’s no way Mrs. Jacobson could have called here that fast!
I didn’t want to, but I had to. I had to come clean. There was no getting out of it. “Okay, but it wasn’t my fault!” I could feel the tears coming again. “All I did was spray him with the Super Soaker Monster XL and he chased me down and punched me in the back and then we started fighting and then we started wrestling on the ground!”
I spat it out so fast that I wasn’t sure if they understood me or not.
“We know, we know. It’s okay, Andy,” my mom said. “Mrs. Jacobson saw most of it from their kitchen windows. You aren’t in trouble. I just want you to keep your distance from Phoenix. Okay?”
I nodded.
“Good.”
“Phoenix and his thug friends have been causing nothing but problems ever since he moved in,” my dad said.
“Frank!” Mom snapped.
“What? It’s true, is it not? Andrew and his friends have been fine all the way up until the end of the street hoodlums came to town. I’m going to call them up after dinner.” 
“I’m sure Susan already did. You know her. She holds no punches.”
“Fine, but if it happens again, it’s my turn. I mean, for God’s sake, he made Andrew drop his water gun. That thing wasn’t cheap!”
He knew about the water gun, too? Mrs. Jacobson must have told them everything.
I wanted to be done with dinner. I was annoyed and frustrated. I was glad that I wasn’t getting into trouble, sure, but also, I just wanted to get away.
“Are you all ready for camp, Andrew?” my mom asked, changing the subject.
Summer camp was days away. It was only a day camp at the local park, but it was still better than the alternative: daycare at the school.
“Mhmm,” I muttered.
“Are you excited about the new camp?”
“Mhmm.” 
When it came time to clean up, I rushed as fast as I could. I just wanted some “me” time, and to hop onto AIM.
“Is that it?” I asked when everything seemed to be cleaned up.
“Um,” Mom said as she looked around. “I believe so.”
“Okay, I’m going to take a shower.”
“Sounds good, hun.”
Thank God.
By this point, my dad had turned on the TV with a scotch in hand and immediately turned on the news. Clips of American soldiers running, night vision cameras with bombs and tracer fire, and slow-motion appearances of Saddam Hussein, were all the beginning scenes of the infamous “War on Terror.”
Although I didn’t quite grasp the severity of it, I knew that it spawned from the horrific attacks on September 11th, 2001. And as I hopped into the shower, my mind traveled back to the fresh memory of the night before and of that historically terrible day.
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It was the wee hours of the morning, and I still hadn’t slept. I don’t know why I hadn’t slept. I didn’t have a smartphone. I didn’t have financial worries as an eleven-year-old. I didn’t have a girlfriend.
 But it just wouldn’t come. 

      [image: ]Sixth grade. Religion class. I’d never heard of them before, yet I’d seen them in the Spiderman movie trailer, which got taken down shortly after that dreadful day, but I didn’t know their name nor their significance.
“Kids,” my religion teacher said with somber eyes. “The Twin Towers have been attacked.”
“What are those?” we asked.
“Two large buildings in New York City.”
We went on with class, and that thought completely vacated my mind; I went on as if nothing happened. I knew not the gravity of the event that would shape the landscape of the world even to this day.
It wasn’t until we got back to homeroom that we all figured something was seriously wrong. Our homeroom teacher repeated the concerned words, but added a couple new ones that I’d never heard before: terrorist attack. It sounded aggressive and surely meant something bad had happened.
My mom picked me up from school that afternoon. Football practice was canceled. When we got home, the first thing she did was turn on the news. That’s when I had my first glimpse of the mayhem.
We were under attack. Thousands of innocent civilians had been killed. A massive conspiracy theory or not, thousands of mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters had perished in an instant…or within hours, shortly after the first and second planes hit. Not to mention those lost at the Pentagon and Somerset County, Pennsylvania.
Anger and fear. Those came out of damn near every American that day and the years to follow. But there is one thing that I haven’t seen since, the only real positive to come out of the attacks: American unity.
You couldn’t go anywhere without seeing an American flag, and it didn’t matter if you were a Republican or Democrat. America was attacked, and the pride for our country was profound.
Just like Pearl Harbor before it, this was a call to action, a call to war. Nine days after the attack, President George W. Bush declared the Global War on Terror, and a little less than two years later, on March 19th, 2003, he announced Operation Iraqi Freedom. The invasion of Iraq had begun.
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I first met Eugene “EJ” Jacobson on a random weekend evening when I was eight. It was just getting to dusk, and I was in my backyard playing soccer by myself. I used to pretend, just like the Mighty Ducks’ “Flying-V,” that I was on a team called the Copperheads. Playing the role of multiple people in the “Snake Strike” (the players would all be in a line, standing behind each other), I would pass the ball back to myself four or five times, until finally, it was time to shoot. Then, with a running start, I cranked my left leg back and rocketed the ball into the small, rectangular goal. 
Suddenly, someone was at my fence. “Hey there.”
Startled, I whipped around to see the silhouette of a kid around my age and the small reflection off of glasses. “Uh, hey?” I said.
“Do you like Fruit By The Foot?” the voice said.
“Uh, sure?”
“Cool. I’ll be right back.”
Through the blanket of darkness, I saw him run back to his house, just two doors down. The lights on the middle floor were on, which I guessed to be the kitchen area. The house in between ours was dark and void; no one had moved in yet on our newly developed street and subdivision. Behind our houses was a soybean field that stretched fifty or so acres from west to east, parallel to our houses.
I went back to kicking the ball around, trying to stay moving to avoid the herculean-sized mosquitoes buzzing around my ears. Several minutes later, I heard the voice again.
“Hey. Here you go.”
I walked over to the fence and on his tippy toes, his hand came over the fence with a Fruit By The Foot in it.
“Thanks. I love these things.”
“You’re welcome. I’m EJ. I live right there.” He pointed back to the house.
“Andy.”
“Nice to meet you. Okay. Well, bye.”
He then sprinted off into the dark once more. Shortly thereafter, I heard footsteps pounding up the wooden steps to their deck.
That was…weird. Oh well. Thanks for the Fruit By The Foot.
Who knew that a humble giving of the fruity snack would be the start of a lifelong friendship?
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After my shower, I went running down the stairs, two at a time. 
“Oh, for crying out loud.” My dad rolled his eyes before they made contact with mine. “How many times have I told you? No running down the stairs.”
“Okay,” I whined.
“Don’t give me attitude, Andrew. I’ll sell you to the highest bidder.”
“Frank!” my mom said as she slapped him on the shoulder.
“What? I’m only joking. Can anyone take a joke anymore?”
As he turned back to the TV, my mom’s eyes stayed with me. “You remember my rule, right Andrew?”
Indeed, I did. Both my brother and I had the yearly reminder: we were allotted one hospital visit a year. No rollovers. No exceptions. Of course, it was a joke of sorts, as it was probably used as a deterrent so that we wouldn’t be out breaking a bone every week—we only have so many in the human body. But boys will be boys.
“Yes, ma’am.”
She returned her gaze to the TV to the political talking heads who were no longer talking; they were shouting. And then there were more clips of tanks and soldiers and machine gun fire. My parents would break out in dialogue between the two of them, discussing what points irked them or what pleased them.
I walked to the fridge and grabbed a grape soda. After that, it was only one more walk past my parents and down the steps into the basement. 
It was a decent-sized basement, regardless of the fact that immediately upon moving in—and before it was finished with carpet and insulation—my dad had constructed a large, soundproof room to play his music in. It took up about a third of the total square footage of the basement, but still left me with plenty of room for a TV, couch, desk and computer, and a workout machine. My parents wanted me to use the latter if I was to continue playing football.
I turned on the TV, which was already on channel seventy-seven: MTV. Reruns of Real World: Vegas were playing in preparation for the upcoming Real World: Paris, mere days away. I’d seen Vegas several times already, and since it wasn’t the episode with the infamous fork, I didn’t care much to watch it. I put it on mute.
At thirteen years old, I thought that the drama was amazing. I thought that I was seeing what true “adults” acted like and got a glimpse into everyday life. So, when crap hit the fan in Vegas—and it did…a lot—I loved being right there in the thick of it. Made me want to become an adult.
Next, I booted up the computer.
After pressing the button on the large computer tower, it clunked and clanked itself to life. The internal fan whizzed and came to a steady hum. A black screen with white lettering appeared on the monitor before eventually, “Microsoft Windows XP” showed up. What. An. Upgrade. Windows 98 was good and all, but XP seemed like a superpower comparatively.
My mom, because of her job, had always used a Mac. In her office at home, next to their bedroom, and at her work office on the Plaza, she had one of those see-through Macs—turquoise the color. It wasn’t as revolutionary as it was when it came out in 1998, but it was still pretty damn cool to look at and into to see all the computer chips and motherboards and what not.
The first computer I remember—also a Mac—was from my old house. Then in school, we started learning everything Microsoft. I guess my mind was sort of indifferent at that age when it came to learning on Mac vs Windows; I couldn’t care less. I just wanted a computer to talk to my friends. 
My grandpa was kind enough to give me an old Gateway (you know, the one with the dairy cow branding?), and had even switched around the mouse and changed the button to cater to my left-handedness. But because I’d already been well-trained using a right-handed mouse, I had to switch it back over. Nonetheless, it was kind of him to do that.
Finally, the home screen presented itself: a rolling hill with lush green grass, scattered clouds, and a lapis lazuli blue sky. It was preceded slightly by the classic jingle that would be permanently embedded in all of us ’90s kids’ brains.
One time, in a computer class the prior year, we’d all started up our computers at slightly different times. It was an unsynchronised chaos of the iconic jingle coming from every corner of the room. We thought nothing of it then, but looking back now, how iconic is that?
But then, there was one thing that you couldn’t escape whether you were a Mac or a Microsoft: internet connection.
Oh, those old dial-up tones. The loud, obnoxious beeps and bops and clicks. Dial-up was getting phased out and replaced by the new and exciting broadband internet. Instead of relying on an internet connection via a phone number, you could get it the very same way you got your cable television. Technology was a-boomin.’ However, a good percentage of Americans still had dial-up, even in 2003. Colton still had it. The twins down the street, Kaitlyn and Connor Barnes, still had it. I think EJ was the only one that had the new and improved internet connection.
“Welcome. You’ve got mail,” the computer man’s voice said as the desktop came into view, still showing the lush green hill. Elwood Edwards was the man’s name. I clicked on the icon in the bottom left that read: AOL Instant Messenger. A screen popped up, prompting me to enter my username and password.
“Oh, come on, I clicked that bullshit button already!” I’d already checked the little box that said “Remember Me,” but it didn’t do the one job it was supposed to do. Begrudging, I typed in my username, KuR0cks16, and my secret password below it. I clicked “Sign In.”
Another screen popped up. It showed a yellow running man and said: “Dialing.” That’s when the first sounds rang out: the dialing of a phone number. Then was the orchestra of aggressive beeps, lasers, flutters, and flickers before heading to a crescendo of static, as if on the other side of a walkie-talkie or entering the Matrix. I’m pretty sure someone in Montana could hear every time I logged onto America Online, famously known as “AOL.”
Finally, the beautiful chimes sounded, letting me know that I had entered. On the right side of the screen, came another pop up window with the same yellow running man at the top. My buddy list. In several categories with a toggle-down triangle, were:

Buddies 3/27
Family 0/5
Enemies 0/4
Offline 33/36

Most of my buddies were from the block. I had some from school, like Marcus. I think it’s easy to guess who my “Enemies” were.

Kurules242: sup?

With the classic “buh-DUPE” sound, a window had popped up. It was EJ.

KuR0cks16: nm u?

I guess we both liked the Jayhawks, thus the “KU” part at the front. I may have copied him slightly.

Kurules242: phoenix got grounded
KuRocks16: srsly? how do u kno?
Kurules242: my mom calld his n told her wat happend. his mom said she wud ground him

Dammit, I thought. He’s going to see me as a rat—that I told on him.

KuR0cks16: yea, ur mom calld my mom b4 i even got home
KuR0cks16: how did she call so fast?
Kurules242: idk she’s like a magician or sumthin
KuR0cks16: phoenix is gonna think i ratted on him
Kurules242: no he wont. and even if he does, screw him.
Kurules242: so i take it you arent grounded?
KuR0cks16: nah. my dad jus said 2 stay away from him
Kurules242: h/o brb

As soon as I texted “k” back, his away message was already in full force: 

Kurules242: **BrB, losers**

While I waited, because there was no one else I wanted to talk to, I walked over to my boombox and turned on the radio. 
“Mix 93.3?” I said as I turned to the channel. It was playing “If You’re Not The One” by Daniel Bedingfield. “Ugh. No!” That song was outplayed and so lame.
I continued on.
“Hot 103.3 Jamz.” In the middle of ads. “Come on!” I’m sure I sounded like Chunk from The Goonies when asked to do the “Truffle Shuffle.” I held the search button down as it surged through the channels before I let it stop. A deep, exaggerated voice came through the speakers.
“Z95.7—Kansas City’s Hottest Hits.”
And then, a guitar string slide followed by a very familiar voice rang through. “Dilemma” by Nelly featuring Kelly Rowland. 
“Hell yeah,” I said before singing along. 
I cranked the volume and walked back to the computer. Just then, as if trying to poke through the music from the large JVC speakers, I barely heard the sound of a door creaking open through the much smaller and weaker speakers of the computer.
Someone had signed into AIM.
I toggled the “Buddies” drop-down open and my heart fluttered. It was “xXcutiewitabootieXx.”
“Oh, my God.”
Monica Schneider. The ever-alluring and mysterious Monica Schneider. She lived right down the street, in a small cul-de-sac close to Carlos’s house. I don’t think I had ever even spoken to her—EJ, Colton, and I would only throw water balloons at her and her friend, Kate Sadler, who lived right behind Colton. Kate had a pool, and for whatever reason, our way of flirting with them was to throw water balloons…at girls swimming. Make it make sense.
Should I say something?! What do I even say?! Sup, Monica? Yooo? Hi?
I was at a loss. I wanted to play it cool, but I was the furthest from it. I was nervous around hot girls, and Monica was hawt. There was no way in hell that a pimple-faced freak would have any sort of shot with her. Word on the street was that all the guys at her middle school were in love with her (she went to the same school as everyone else in our neighborhood, different from the school Marcus and I attended). They fought over her.
To be honest, I’d only ever really seen her from afar. When doing the water balloon bombs, we would only look over for a quick peek to see where we were aiming. After that, we would take off running, scared to get cooties. But when I did catch a glimpse of her, it was always the tan skin and dirty blonde hair that got me.

Kurules242: bak
KuR0cks16: dude monica schneider is on!!
Kurules242: srsly?! u gonna say somethn?
KuR0cks16: idk
Kurules242: u should. shes hawt

Just when I didn’t think my heart could beat harder, it turned to more rapid knocks once I clicked on her username. I started typing: 

h…o…w…d…y…n…e…i…g…h…b…o…r

“Jesus, Andy. What are you, a cowboy?” I said out loud. I slammed down on the delete button as the text disappeared. I pondered life for a second, then started again. “How about, ‘hey its andy. not sure if u remembr me or not. i liv on 45th st.’ Yeah, that’ll do.”
I started typing—each key strike was a knock in my chest. Then, right when I was about ready to hit send, there was a sound of a door slamming shut through the computer speakers. xXcutiewitabootieXx disappeared from the dropdown “Buddies” section, while the “Offline” section gained another number.
I stayed there for a second. Lost. Confused. I stayed there for another second and became sad and mad.
“Son of a bitch,” I said under my breath. It was like my world was crashing down. I was on a high as adrenaline pumped through my veins, but as soon as the excitement slammed the door on me, I felt…lonely.

Kurules242: wat’d u say to her? she got off fast
KuR0cks16: nothin
KuR0cks16:  i didnt get to say nothin
Kurules242: damn. sry man. mayb nxt time

Yeah, maybe next time.
But at that moment, I couldn’t see into the future; I was so stuck in the heartbreak of now.

KuR0cks16: i think imma watch MTV or somethin
KuR0cks16: ill see u tuesday mornin
Kurules242: aight peace

And with that, I logged off AIM with a door slam of my own. I put the computer on sleep mode and went over to my boombox. Some Kelly Clarkson song was on and I wasn’t having it. Instead of the radio, I turned to the few CDs that I had, perfectly organized in alphabetical order.
“AC/DC? No. The Fast and the Furious soundtrack? No. Good Charlotte? No. Gorillaz? No. Green Day? No. Weezer? No. Linkin Park? No.” I kept going through, but nothing piqued my interest—nothing until I got to the last one, ironically my first CD ever. “Hell yeah.”
I pushed the eject/open button on the JVC and the three-CD tray came straight out. Then I put the CD in and turned to the fifth track. I walked to the couch and fell down onto it with all my weight, bouncing several times before I came to a standstill, one arm and one leg hanging off.
“U Got It Bad” by Usher joined me.
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Some mornings I felt just like Goku. Who am I kidding? It was every morning I felt like Goku. What do I mean by this? I could eat…a lot. Goku, especially in his youth, could eat pounds of rice in a single serving. He would then end up snoring on the ground with crap still all over his face.
After four bowls of Froot Loops and two cinnamon rolls, and after making my lunch, I went back upstairs to get dressed and packed. I threw on a t-shirt with a torn-up and muddy soccer ball that said “Got Dirt? Get Dirty.” I put on my pair of blue jeans that zipped off at the knees to make shorts and pulled my tube socks all the way up in my knock-off running shoes from Kohl’s.
Before tackling my backpack, I went into my bathroom to brush my teeth, wipe my face with an Oxy pad, and then put Clearasil on the four zits I had growing on my chin and forehead and the two on my chin. It was the Clearasil that was supposed to be skin-colored, but ended up looking like makeup—worse in my opinion.
I absolutely hated these zits. I purposely wore my hair over my forehead to hide them. The ones on the chin I couldn’t do anything about except for the Clearasil.
“Andrew, will you be ready in ten minutes?” my mom yelled down the hallway.
“Yes, mom!” I yelled back. 
“Watch your tone!”
I absolutely was not a morning person. Give me at least half an hour to wake up, maybe more. I was a Mr. Grumpy McGrumpersty. 
Towel. Check. Sunscreen. Check. Bug spray. Check. Swim trunks. Check. Granola bars. Check. Sunglasses. Check. Camelbak. Camelbak? Where the hell’s my Camelbak?
 “Mom! Where’s my Camelbak?”
After about a two-second delay that seemed like a two-minute delay, her voice came down the hall once again, “Did you check in the cabinet to the right of the sink?”
“No.”
“Check there first.”
Before I walked out the door of my room, I grabbed without a doubt my favorite possession: my Walkman D-E350 player, the same one from the last day of school. Don’t get me wrong, my JVC boombox in the basement was a close second, but there was something amazing about the Walkman. It was like a pearl, royal blue, had anti-skip technology, and had these stylish headphones that didn’t go over the top of your head but rather wrapped around the back of it. They were badass. I was badass.
Before it, I had a black Walkman tape player that just didn’t have the same sparkle as the D-E350. Sure, I had memories attached to it: my first ever and favorite tape, Eiffel 65‘s debut album, Europop, and Backstreet Boys and NSYNC’s first couple albums. I remember taping two songs from the radio—you could do that with a blank cassette—both of them the very first rap songs I’d ever heard: “#1” by Nelly and “Whole World” by Outkast.
But it was now the age of CDs. Handheld mp3 and mini-disk players were in their humble beginnings, but it was still the age of the CD, and they weren’t going anywhere for a long time.
I snapped in the Gorillaz’s debut, self-titled album, walked out my door, and closed it behind me. 

      [image: ]Early summer mornings in the Midwest are an interesting phenomenon. I’m not sure why they are so weird to me, but it must have something to do with the cold of winter and spring giving one last battle to the inevitable heat wave of summer. In these early summer mornings, it can be chilly enough that you need a hoodie. The dew still rises, the robins still sing, and the roads are still quiet. At least they were in my neighborhood that first morning of camp.
But the cold didn’t bother me much on this particular morning. No, I was more preoccupied with excitement and enthusiasm. Crossroads Summer Camp.
It was EJ and I who started going to summer camp together when I was eleven and he was ten. We’d first gone to a camp called Outdoor Discovery, where we learned about wildlife, went on constant field trips to nature reserves and wildlife rescues, went fishing every day, and had river walks on Fridays. We loved it so much that for our second summer there we ended up recruiting EJ’s mini-me (on account of their identical Viking-blond hair and glasses), Brennan Reynolds. He was another friend on the street, diagonal from my house. And of course, I’d gotten Marcus to join us there as well. 
But EJ, Marcus, and I were now graduating from the old and “maturing” into the new. I felt bad for leaving the younger Brennan at Outdoor Discovery all by himself, but for those two years at that camp, sitting under the canopy of Shelter 12, we had always heard whispers and rumors about the camp up the road at Shelter 2. It was mine and Marcus’s last chance to go there for a summer because of our age. EJ could go one more year after us, but followed us up there regardless. So we had to leave Shelter 12 behind, or else live the rest of our lives in wonder and regret.
I opened the garage door, not much later than seven-thirty, and EJ was already outside waiting, eating a Fruit By The Foot, drinking a Surge, and listening to his own Walkman CD player. I could hear the blasting vocals of Fred Durst yelling, “It’s my way.”
Surge and Limp Bizkit. What a way to start the morning.
He took off his headphones.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hey,” he said back.
“You ready for this?”
“Hell yeah. You?”
“Hell yeah.”
From there, it was silent. Maybe it was nerves. Maybe it was us still waking up. Whatever it was, it led us to putting our headphones on independently. We got into my mom’s minivan, a 2000 Plymouth Grand Voyager, and waited.
When I’d first gotten the Gorillaz self-titled album several years prior, EJ and I had listened to it in my basement. It was my first “Parental Advisory” CD, and that was always a big deal. At school, it was a competition to see who had the filthiest, nastiest, first “Parental Advisory” CD.
Although that Gorillaz album only said the “F-Word” twice, when I turned on the international hit, “Clint Eastwood”, and those two times were indeed not bleeped out as it had been on the radio, EJ and I died laughing. It was a groundbreaking and life-altering moment for us.
Since then, he’d one-upped me and gotten his first “Parental Advisory” album, said Limp Bizkit CD, which was famous for having a song that said the F-word like forty-six times. Leave it to Fred Durst to compose something like that.
Eventually, my mom came out, and we took off.






  
  
The park was misty when we first drove in. With the two or three small auxiliary ponds and the large lake in the middle, it made sense. We had taken the back way into the park, in which we had to cross over a small creek, with an even smaller and depressed bridge going across it. 
Instead of keeping straight on the road we came in on, which ultimately curved around to our old home of Shelter 12, we took a left at the first stop sign intersection. Another half-mile before we took another left that went up a long, winding road to the top of a hill. As we crested the hill, we started seeing parked cars on the right and two long yellow school buses on the left. The road then came to a dead end. And there, at the bottom of an S-shaped cement path to the right of the parked cars, was Shelter 2.
You ever watch one of those old western movies where the protagonist enters a saloon in a town he’s never been to and the piano player stops abruptly, followed by a cease in glasses clinking and chatter filling the walls? You can hear a pin drop as all attention shifts towards the outsider and troublemaker who just walked in. That was this moment. 
When I slid the door to the van open and got out, I turned to look at the inhabitants under the green awning—there were maybe twenty kids and three or four adults—and they were all looking up at us.
My heart started to thump.
For a split second, I was almost reluctant to go down. It was a fleeting feeling, but it was strong enough to make my legs lock up as I stood there, with judgment flowing through the air. When my wits came about me, and I shook myself out of the deer-daze, I leaned back into the van to grab my backpack and lunchbox.
My mom led us down the S-shaped path, as chatter seemed to pick up again, but I could feel a dozen eyes still on me.
“Good morning,” the eldest of the adults said with a smile. She was probably in her late twenties, fair-skinned, with short and wavy brown hair. She had on tan khaki shorts, hiking shoes with tube socks, and a navy blue fleece pullover. “Welcome to Crossroads. Looks like we have a couple new faces.”
EJ and I just stood there, shy. I peeked over to the far right and saw my “Halfrican-American” (as he called himself) brother, Marcus, sitting by himself. We made eye contact, and he raised his hand so I would acknowledge him. I gave him a head nod back.
“Yes, we do,” my mom replied. “We’re moving up from Outdoor Discovery. We were there the last two years. They’re quiet now, but let me tell you, they’ve been raving about going to Crossroads forever now.”
“You don’t say.” The lady said, again with a smile. “Well, we have more fun up here, anyway.” She gave us a wink. “My name’s Chrissy. I’m the head counselor.”
“Connie Kent. This is my son, Andrew, and his friend and neighbor, EJ, who’s the son of Tim and Susan Jacobson.”
My first impression of Chrissy was that she was cool. If the other counselors were as cool and seemingly laid back as Chrissy came across as then this summer was going to kick ass. Outdoor Discovery had strict counselors. They were nice, of course, but the older ones, in their thirties or forties, were your counselors and not your friends. Chrissy seemed the opposite. I’m sure she had her moments, but I felt she could plop down next to us and talk about things like Road Rules/Real World Challenge, or how the Chiefs were going to have a good year this year.
“Have fun, boys. EJ’s parents will pick you up this afternoon.” And with that, my mom was on her way to work.
EJ and I walked over and sat down with Marcus.
“Sup?”
“Sup?”
“What time’d you get here?” I asked.
“Too early. Like an hour ago. The lead counselor chick was the only one here. That and a couple of those girls.” He pointed to a group of three girls, all sitting at a table. They must’ve all known each other already, because they were all laughing at stories being told.
“I think some of them go to my school,” EJ said.
“Really? Do you know any of them?” I asked.
“Nah. Just seen them, I think.”
EJ, along with basically everyone that lived in our subdivision, went to the elementary, middle, or high schools right next to our subdivision. They were all public. It was only Marcus and I who remained unaffiliated, going to a private Catholic school. I guess the former was the same for some of these girls, too. Without a doubt, they must have lived in the same area. 
About five minutes later, Chrissy stood up on a table, and with a booming voice that echoed off the concrete floor and even the wooden ceiling of the shelter, she said, “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?”
It didn’t take more than once for the chatter to die down. I’ve been in situations like that in the past, where on the first day of something it can go one of two ways: the excitement of the first day keeps everyone loud, or the nerves keep everyone quiet. Aside from the “Mean Girls” at that corner table, it had been quiet.
“Welcome to Crossroads. As many of you already know, my name is Chrissy and I’m your lead counselor. Before we get into the boring rules and fun activities of this first day, I think it would be smart to go around the shelter and introduce each other. I’ll have the rest of my counselors start.”
First was Billy. He wore spiked hair, baggy pants, had glasses, and drove a blue BMW with chrome spinners and some loud as hell subwoofers in the trunk. Not that he was some hardcore punk rock kid, but he seemed to have a little edge to him. Maybe just a bit counter-culture-ish. One time, he came to camp a little late and was blaring “Air Force Ones” by Nelly. He then came out to show off the Air Force Ones that he had on his feet.
Then there was Sam. She was probably around the same age as Billy. She had a raspy voice and was a bit of a tomboy. She also had fair skin, like Chrissy, but instead had dirty-blonde hair and amber eyes.
Next came Lawrence. I knew he would be my favorite right off the bat. Like me, Marcus, and EJ, he was a jock. Tall, with short, curly blond hair, tan, and muscular. He had just gotten back from his freshman year at KU and was the youngest of the counselors.
So far, my inclinations were right about the “kewl” factor of the other counselors. I knew I could get along with them all.
But there was one, just one counselor who I wanted nothing to do with, and it was for multiple reasons. His name was Lester, and he just so happened to be our number-one bus driver.
Lester was chubby and short with a dark complexion and dark hair. He was sort of strange—a bit loud and obnoxious, too—which I didn’t like. But that wasn’t the main reason all of us campers wanted to avoid him.
He didn’t shower. Ever. 
“It’s against his religion,” someone had said once.
“No, he just thinks soap is bad for the skin,” another had countered.
“You’re both wrong. He wants to be as natural as possible. He’s a hippie,” a third had chimed in.
Either way, he reminded me of a time when I secretly watched an episode of South Park without my parents knowing. The episode featured the wacko bus driver lady with a bird who had made a nest in her hair. I could picture Lester having a pet mouse in his armpit or belly button. Maybe both.
So yes, it was a summer goal of mine to stay as far away from him as possible.
Usually, I was decent with names in my youth; I had a memory like a steel trap. But even with the round-robin fashion of us introducing each other, there was no way in hell I would remember everyone. I only remembered a couple of the girls’ names, Sage and Layla, and one of the boys, Teddy.
With an Abercrombie shirt on, a white shell-type necklace that I’d just started seeing a lot, a brand new pair of white Adidas Grand Courts’ with no-show socks, a pierced left ear (perks of going to a public school), and spiked bangs that were super yellow, as opposed to his dark, brown hair, Teddy looked like a model, a lady’s man. Some may have even said “metrosexual.” And he proved it; his confidence was the highest of the camper boys. As I would learn, he had no problem talking to the female counterpart.






  
  
“What’s your hairstyle called?” I asked him later on the bus. It was the first time in my life that I can remember seeing a haircut that I wanted. Before that, I had no care in the world as to what I had trimmed up. Bowl cut, buzz cut, crew cut—they were all on a constant rotation, with the bowl cut showing up more times than not. 
Teddy’s differed from anything I had ever seen. Well, I take that back. JC Chasez had the same style. So did the older brother from Malcolm in the Middle. And so did Lance Bass and the dude from Sugar Ray. So it was around, and it was bold, and it was kewl.
But those were celebrities. We were mere peasants. Nobodies. We weren’t allowed to be as kewl as them. 
“What? My frosted tips?”
“Your…your what?”
“Frosted tips. What? You’ve never seen them before?”
I gave a pfft before replying, “Of course I have. I’m not an idiot. I’ve seen it on MTV, like that Ryan Carrera dude.”
“You mean Ryan Cabrera?” Marcus asked.
“Yeah, that’s what I said.” I didn’t mean to say that, but it spilled out of my mouth before I could hold it back.
“No, you didn’t! You said Carrera, like the Porsche.”
“Whatever. You’re arguing against the point. I’ve seen—what are they called again? Frosted tips? I’ve seen them before, you jabroni. I just didn’t know that was their name.”
The bus bounced along as we were on the way to our first activity. Crossroads was set up differently than Outdoor Discovery, as there were different activities per week that you had to choose when signing up for the camp in the spring. At Outdoor Discovery, the whole crew went everywhere and did everything together. 
Marcus, Teddy, EJ, and I were heading to archery lessons on the other side of the park. Knowing Marcus’s current predicament, he could luckily participate, but most likely he’d have to sit down.
Marcus unfortunately had a scary knee condition requiring him to wear a knee immobilizer and crutches upward of a year. At the time, I only understood, and was told by his parents that, “his knee was dying.” The deep explanation and clinical term didn’t come until much later in life: osteochondritis dissecans. Basically, it’s a severe joint injury in which there is a lack of blood supply. 
It’s a real shame that it happened to him, as he was just starting to be a star on the football field. It ran in the family—no pun intended—as his dad was a beast of a running back at a small college that I myself would eventually go and play football at. As well, ironically, I had had my knee immobilized two years prior and had to sit out my fifth-grade football season. But my issue was far less severe—something to do with a growth plate.
EJ and I had already done plenty of shooting bows and arrows at Outdoor Discovery, so I didn’t care much to pay attention as some hired hand was explaining how to nock the arrow. 
“How’d you get your hair to do that?” I whispered to Teddy next to me.
“What do you mean?” he whispered back.
“Like, how do you…” I started to run my fingers through my hair and have them stand straight up. “How do you make them stay like this?”
“Hair gel, man.”
I’d never heard of that thing. Yeah, I’d seen my mom and dad using hair spray, but hair…gel? What the hell was that? I never did anything to my hair; I just let it fall and do its thing.
“Hair gel?” I looked over at him, and as soon as I finished saying the word “gel,” he shot a glance over and up to me. Teddy was slightly shorter than me, but slightly taller than EJ.
“Man, do you live under a rock or something?” he chuckled.
“No, I just—”
At that moment, the smell hit before the squeeze on my shoulder. I pride myself and often brag about how great my observation skills are, but they were nonexistent at that particular moment.
“Gentlemen,” Lester whispered with authority. “Stop talking. Pay attention.”
I wanted to gag. Teddy did the smart thing and held his breath; I could hear him take in a large inhale and hold it. I followed suit with a large inhale myself, but it was a poor decision.
Because our house was close to the local dump, on unfortunate days, when the wind wasn’t in our favor, the scent would waft all the way to our street. It usually wasn’t overwhelming, but it was there—that and the “mask” of the air freshener they used to try and make it better. It only makes it worse.
But going to school, we had no choice but to pass it…every…single…day. And I’ll tell you what—no matter if the windows were up and the vent turned off, that rank smell made it inside.
I finally had the bright idea one day that instead of holding my breath or plugging my nose, I would just mouth breathe. I thought I was so smart. But then it was my mom, I think, who told me how I was still getting the chemicals and trash into my lungs, rotting them.
Well, sucking in the dump’s God-awful stench, and sucking in Lester’s musk, was much the same. I was sure I was inhaling a sort of mustard gas, but at least my last moment on earth before I died wouldn’t be the smell.
When Lester finally got at least five feet away, his crop dust still lingered, but we could breathe again normally. Teddy and I looked at each other with a stank face, then snickered.
The concept of shooting a bow and arrow is easy. The ability to master it, however, is difficult. It’s an art. How far do you pull back? How high do you aim? In more ancient times, if wind were a factor, where would you aim it?
Very few are natural when they first start out, as I was not. I picked it up quicker than others and got pretty damn good, but I was far from a master.
EJ, on the other hand, was a re-incarnated elf. I firmly believe that the elves never left Middle Earth, and in fact, settled into what is now Scandinavia. If I were to guess, EJ’s ancestry must have spawned from the most famous elf of them all: Legolas Jacobson of the Woodland Realm. Because the first time he picked up a bow at Outdoor Discovery, he shot a bullseye. The counselors were in shock. They swore it must be his glasses. I swore it must have been his almost platinum hair. He nocked another arrow right after and shot another bullseye right beside it.
He’s an elf, I swear. And if that were an orc, it would have been dead.
So, while the elf helped Marcus, giving him pointers and such, I got to know Teddy a bit more while we shot.
Teddy went to middle school in the Shawnee Mission School District, Trail Creek. Most called it “Jail Creek” due to the sliver windows they had. I’d always heard that public schools were on the rougher side than private schools, and Jail Creek was known to be among the roughest. Teddy didn’t come across that way, though.
Teddy’s mom worked as a bank teller, and his dad was a co-owner of a medium-sized farm with Teddy’s uncle on the south side of the county. Teddy had one older brother, a sophomore in high school. It was a normal household upbringing, although he mentioned that his dad was often stressed due to the nature of the farming world. It was hard work for mostly little pay.
“Your parents let you get your ear pierced?” I asked after I shot—just to the left of the bullseye, two or three inches. “My parents would never allow that. I have an older brother, too. One time, he pierced his lip without my parents knowing and it got really infected. My mom was pissed.”
Teddy laughed. “My brother actually pierced this for me. My mom wasn’t happy, either.” He pulled back on the bow and let it rip. Bottom right of the target.
“Does he have any?”
“Yup. Both ears.”
“Same with my brother!”
“Well, damn, maybe they should start a band or somethin’.”
We both laughed.






  
  
“How was camp?” my mom asked when I came in through the garage and into the kitchen. Normally, due to us getting back home from camp before my parents got home from work, I would spend a couple of hours at EJ’s. Around five-thirty in the evening most days, the Jacobsons would get a call that my parents were indeed home. 
“Fine,” I said. “Gonna take a shower.”
“Sounds good. Your Dad’s almost home. We’ll have dinner around six-thirty.”
“K.”
I continued out of the kitchen and up the stairs.
After my shower and after dinner, I grabbed a grape soda to take to the basement.
“Andrew, you got an Eastbay in the mail.”
Eastbay was a monthly sporting goods magazine. They had all the hottest new shoes, basketball headbands and armbands, and Coogi plaid shorts that went down to your ankles. If you were a true jock, you had a subscription.
“Thanks.” 
When I got to the basement, I turned on the TV and caught the tail end of a Cribs segment before it went to a commercial break. As my thumb was brushing over the top of the mute button, a commercial came on—a classic one. I moved my thumb away and let it ride.
Ever since seeing The Fast and The Furious, I’d fallen in love with the Mitsubishi Eclipse. The second generation was my favorite, but the third was pretty kickass as well. Using advertising geniusness to help promote the 2003 Eclipse, Mitsubishi launched this particular ad campaign with a catchy song, which in return, became a global hit.
In the commercial, as the twenty-something-year-olds drive around at night in a silver Eclipse dancing, they are listening to one song: “Days Go By” by Dirty Vegas.
What I learned many years later in college, was that smart advertising campaigns put a catchy, and sometimes annoying, song as their “theme” so that consumers associate that song with the product. There isn’t a “day that goes by” that I don’t associate that song with a silver, 2003 Mitsubishi Eclipse.
When the commercial was over, my thumb found the mute button again, but this time I pressed it and went over to turn on the computer. While the eighty-four-year process to boot up was starting, I flipped through the magazine. Reebok Answer 7s (Allen Iverson’s shoes). Adidas T-MAC 2 (Tracy McGrady’s shoes). DADA Supreme CDubbz (in 75 different color schemes). And eventually, Nike. 
Air Jordan 17s. Air Force Ones. Air Max.
But there was only one shoe I wanted. The Holy Grail of shoes—at least to me. It made you run faster, jump higher, and smooth your talking. And in the highly competitive sneaker market of the late ’90s and early 2000s, it was holding its own. In fact, although I don’t know the percentage of market share that it held in those times, the ever so famous Nike Shox disrupted the sneaker industry—turned it on its head. Everyone wanted a pair.
On the basketball side of things, Shox came in these styles: the BB4, which was the first basketball shoe of the campaign; the Status, which I really liked; and the Stunner, which was designed by Aaron Cooper.
On the running side of things, there was the R4, which was the first Nike Shox style ever released. That was in 2000. And ever since the beginning of 2003, Eastbay had been advertising their new and wild iteration, the TL. Instead of just the standard four “shox” under the heel, this had shox going all the way down to the toe.
But I didn’t want any of those. I mean, I would have taken any pair, sure. But I was picky. There was only one beautiful beauty in my eyes, and that was the NZ. God, I wanted a pair of NZs.
After making eye contact with them, I ran back upstairs.
“Mom, Eastbay still has Shox! Can I have a pair?”
I handed the magazine over to show her and put my finger on the ones I wanted.
“How much are—holy moly! They’re a hundred dollars?!”
“Yeah. So?”
“So? You’d be surprised what people will do for a pair of shoes.”
She gave the magazine back to me and went back to chopping veggies for dinner.
“What do you mean?” 
“People get mugged and beaten up for their shoes all the time. Your baby Air Jordans that you have up in your room? Your brother was mad at us for buying you a pair but not him. There were a multitude of reasons—”
“Multi…what?”
“Multitude. Multiple. Several. Are you not paying attention in English class?” I’m pretty sure Mrs. Baumgarner must have corroborated with the other teachers about how I didn’t pay attention in class. That must have hit my mother’s ears at some point. Mothers knew everything. “Anyway, your Jordans were not only cheaper, but offered your feet amazing support when you were learning how to walk. Those reasons aside, the main one was that we didn’t want to see your brother get hurt and mugged. So yeah, I don’t want you to suffer a similar fate to those who’ve had their shoes stolen for the price of a black eye or worse.”
“But, Mom! That won’t happen!”
“You don’t know that for sure.”
“Yeah, I do.”
“Look, if you want a pair, you can save up for them. But a hundred dollars for a pair of shoes is ridiculous. Boots, maybe. But glorified running shoes? We can go to Kohl’s if you need a pair of running shoes.”
“But I don’t want Kohl’s running shoes, dangit! I’m a Shox boy!”
“Then save up.”
I huffed and puffed down to the basement, where an episode of True Life was now on. It was an episode about some meathead who saved up enough money in the winter as a construction worker to spend a summer on the infamous “Jersey Shore.” There he got drunk, got into fights, and tried to pick up women, all while donning either his flat cap or his Kangol bucket hat. Unbeknownst to me at the time, that concept would be adapted into an astronomically popular reality show, similar to The Real World, six years later. If you know, you know.
I turned on the radio to Hot 103.3 Jamz where Craig David’s “7 Days” was playing. I cracked a smile. Whenever Marcus and I listened to it, we always sang along and said “Chewsday” instead of “Tuesday.” We then always bust out laughing.
By that time, the computer was fully booted up, so I went to AIM. Only Brennan was on.

speed_cobra99: sup

Brennan’s dad had a 1999 SVT Cobra, thus his screen name. It was a convertible with a pleasant shade of green and a light tan interior. When he would take us to camp the prior summer, to give us a fun treat, whenever he would get on the highway, he would pop in the Kid Rock album and turn it to “Cowboy.” He then put pedal to the metal, making our stomachs drop; the front of the car lifted towards the sky as we were smushed to the back of our seats. Even from a dead stop, he only had to be in second gear for him to get up to sixty. It was easily the fastest car I had ever been in.

KuR0cks16: nmu? how was camp?
speed_cobra99: fine. not the same w/o u guys
KuR0cks16: im sry. wish u could hav come 2 crossroads wit us
KuR0cks16: but dont wry. we will still hang
speed_cobra99: i kno
KuR0cks16: anybody from last yr?
speed_cobra99: yea, u remembr trevor?
KuR0cks16: yup

Trevor was cool. He was kind of loud, but as my dad would say, “He meant well.” One morning, as we were all fishing before the camp day officially began, he snagged a rock with his treble hook, yanked back, and the hook shot right out of the water and into the meaty part of his shin/calf. He took it like a champ, though, as he limped up the small hill with the hook still stuck in deep, and was taken to the hospital.

KuRocks16: who else?
Speed_cobra99: derek n ali

Oh, Derek and Ali. Brother and sister. Derek was EJ’s age and had lied to me constantly about having Grand Theft Auto III. I thought he was the coolest kid for having it at his age, as he “described” what all you could do in the game and it fascinated me. GTA was taboo to us pre-teens, so if one of us had it, all the rest of us were jealous.
Came to find out, however, he never had it. He just made it up. I blame my blond hair for the gullibility. 
And Ali, his older sister, I had a crush on. She was easily the cutest girl at the camp, and the only way to get to her heart was to give her Mentos. She loved Mentos. As soon as I knew that, I loaded up on them at the gas station. She never fell in love with me, though. I was just used and abused.
Brennan and I talked for a little while longer before he ultimately signed off. Bored, I went to Gizoogle to do some searches and typed in “Should I wait for her to get online?” It translated it to: “Should I wait fo’ her ta git online?”
In the search results, the first link that popped up read:

“Should I message her, or wait fo’ her ta message first, trick?” 

Even further still, in the metadata below, it read:

“Yo ass might be waitin a cold-ass lil couple minutes or some lil’ weeks. It aint nuthin but slick ta wait, if she interested, dat lil shawty will eventually reach out.”

I wasn’t having it. “Shut up, Gizoogle. You’re wrong.”
I clicked out of the internet and went back to my AIM.

Buddies 0/27
Family 0/5
Enemies 0/4
Offline 36/36

I waited for a door to creak open. It never came.
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If there was a popular pastime and common father/son activity, it was fishing, right next to a baseball game. When we first moved to Pond Pointe, we had the lake at the top of the hill—that the subdivision was named after—all to ourselves to fish at. The only way to get to the “pointe” to view the lake at that time was by going past the dead end—one of the many dead end roads that led to nowhere in the new neighborhood. We had to put my dad’s old “Woody” Grand Cherokee into four-wheel drive and push through overgrown bush. Only then, at the top of the hill, would you be able to look down on the lake the size of about two football fields side by side. At the top of the steep cliff on the far side sat the owner’s house, the ones we had to get permission from to fish. 
“Oh, it’s loaded with crappie.” The owner, about my dad’s age, pronounced it crap-ee rather than the common craw-pee. “We gots some largemouth, perch, and some channel cat, too.”
Over the years, even as Pond Pointe developed and expanded around it, and the dead end actually turned into a road, my dad and I—and friends that we would invite—had incredible amounts of luck there. It was pretty hard to leave without catching something of substance. There was no shortage of fish fries at our house.

      [image: ]I didn’t know it, but my dad was shouting up at me. I had my headphones on and was listening to the CD Marcus had burned for me. I was blown away by what was all on it and had no idea how to categorize it. However, because I knew it was the first of June, there was one song that I put on purposely: “1st of Tha Month” by Bone Thugs.
The music made me bob my head in a way that I had never done before. Because I had listened to a lot of rock and alternative growing up, I was more of a headbanger kind of guy. The style of music on this CD did the opposite: it made me do things with my head, like rocking it back and forth with the beat. I would start by tucking my chin in, then in a big, smooth, and circular motion, I would bend my neck down and then rock it back and look up, before tucking my chin again and starting over. I even think it gave me a stank face.
Deep in the middle of the chorus, there was a loud succession of knocks on my door before it opened. My dad entered, and I saw his lips move, but nothing was coming out.
“What?!” I grumbled, ripping the headphones off.
“Tone, young man.”
I huffed under my breath.
“I called up like ten times. The car has been running—we need to hurry if we want to catch dusk.”
For those living under a rock who’ve never fished before, there are really two times in the day that are best to catch something: mornings and evenings. Especially in the summer, by midday, the water has heated up, and most of the fish retreat to lower depths where it’s cooler.
Sure, you can catch things during the afternoon, but it’s not their normal feeding time.
We hopped in my dad’s Jeep and headed up to Bonner Springs to get some bait. My dad was hellbent on catching some crappie, even though we’d never caught any at the lake. Regardless, what’s the best bait for crappie? Minnows. The problem was that there were very few bait shops around with them, so we had to drive a little further than normal.
“So how was the first week of camp?” he asked once we got down the highway a bit.
“Fine.”
“Good,” he said slowly and drawn out. “Did you make any new friends?”
“I dunno. Sure.”
As I looked out the window as we crossed the bridge over the Kansas “Kaw” River, there was an awkward silence. It hurt my ears and made me squirm. Don’t ask me why I knew it was coming, but I knew it was coming.
“Did you…meet any girls?”
“Dad!”
“What? I’m just asking.”
It was an embarrassing thing for me, being asked about girls by my parents. It was awkward and the last thing I wanted to talk about with them.
Another awkward silence.
“Did you…find any of them cute?”
“Oh. My. God. Stop.”
“What? It’s not a big deal. I was talking to Parker Wright’s parents the other day. It seems Parker has a girlfriend already.” Sure enough, Parker Wright was a legend in our grade—a really popular kid. He had just started dating what most guys would agree was the hottest girl in our grade. We were all envious of him.
We drove in even more silence all the way until we got to the bait shop, and I couldn’t be more excited to get out of the confined Jeep conversation.
Inside was your typical bait and tackle shop. It had a white-tiled floor, stuffed fish on the walls, fishing brands’ posters hung throughout, and nine or ten rows of fishing odds and ends: rods and reels, line, lures, baskets for your catch, and, at the very back of the shop, a fridge with nightcrawlers and large water reservoirs filled with minnows. The place smelled like a mixture of plastic (from the plastic worms) and fish tank.
“Can we get two dozen minnows, please?” my dad asked the person behind the counter. The man had on a Bass Pro hat and a white t-shirt that could barely hold his stomach in it. In fact, you could see it hanging out the bottom.
“Wut kindja wont?” he asked with a twang. “We gots ’em jumbo an’ reg’lar.”
“Jumbo.”
The man picked up the phone, pressed a button, and announced over the intercom: “Carl. Minn’a depar’men.”
The man pointed my dad to the back of the store, while I slowly roamed the aisles. Lures came in all shapes, sizes, and bright colors, begging for a record breaker to snatch ’em up. Rods were short enough and pink enough for the little girl being taught the ways by her own dad, and long enough to be able to cast from San Diego, California to Brisbane, Australia. Corks, more commonly known as “bobbers,” ranged from pea-size to apple-size but also came in cylinder form.
By the time I made it back to the minnow tanks, there was a skinny kid helping my dad. He was finishing scooping the last of the minnows into a styrofoam bucket before he handed it to my dad.
“There ya go. Ma pa’ will help ya at tha fron’. He’ll gitcha rang up.” 
Now, don’t get me wrong, Kansas has some folks who have a strong, country accent; the further out you go, the more “Clarences” you’ll run into. But these two—from the dad and son—were stronger than normal. Out of place. Not the normal Kansan dialect.
As we waited in line at the front, I zoned out. I could hear the fat man behind the counter talking to the customer he was checking out, but it became muffled as I thought about all the places they could be from. They must be from the Ozarks. Nah, Louisiana? They have to be from the swamps. Definitely not Georgia. Oh well, don’t care enough.
My attention shifted to the stuffed and mounted fish on the walls. I started naming them off in my mind. Largemouth. Easy. Wiper. Striper. Another largemouth. Bluegill.
There was one gigantic channel cat with several disposable camera photos pinned under it. They showed the same group all holding the same cat, most likely a hundred pounds or more. It was easy to see that they caught it in the Kaw, which sat directly out the front door, on the other side of the street, and down a large bluff. I could throw a rock from the front door of the bait shop and possibly hit the water.
But then, as I stood there in my gaze, the sound of a rip behind me brought me to, followed by a tsunami of water that echoed down every aisle. And that’s where my mind ran to immediately—the Kaw River. Which makes sense on one hand—since I was just looking at the trophy fish on the wall caught there—but on the other, the Kaw was in front of me and out the door. There was no way it could rise so fast and flood the store.
That thought was fleeting, obviously, because when I turned around a second later, I saw what was left of a ripped styrofoam bucket as my dad held onto the rope—the acting handle at one point. The cheap bucket had ripped where the knot at the end of the rope had fit into a hole in the styrofoam. And when the bucket itself impacted the ground, it exploded, blasting two gallons of lightly tinted blue water down the middle of the store, some of it wasting no time in soaking into my Chuck Taylors, no doubtably staining my white socks inside. I started the “floor is lava” game by jumping on my tippy toes and trying to avoid the flood, but it was too late.
The twenty-four jumbo minnows rode the waves of water—probably thinking that they were free—until the water dispersed enough throughout the store, and then they started flopping, almost in unison.
My old man was a connoisseur in the art of cursing. The way he strung together sentences of grandeur was like a Shakespearean sonnet or soliloquy. It didn’t take him but a second after that bucket hit the ground for him to enter into the world of Hamlet.
“This piece of shit, maggot-eating, two-timing, codswallop, poppycock!”
It took everyone else in the store several more seconds to register what had happened, and after my dad ran out of breath with his first round of profanities, all that was left in the store was the sound of minnows begging for water.
Finally, to break the silence, two guys, probably seniors in high school, bursted out into hysterics, while others chuckled and tried helping in picking up the two-dozen flopping minnows. If they weren’t helping, they were peering out of their respective aisles to inspect the catastrophe. One woman even gasped and put her hand to her mouth. My dad started off again with his “dialogue” for the tragedy play.
At this point, I’m sure my face was as bright as a maraschino cherry.
“Oh…my…God.” 
I stood there, frozen, mouth agape.
“Well, by golly, look whatcha done did,” the fat clerk scolded.
“What I did?!” my dad fired back, as he was down on his knees frantically trying to grab the slimy and slippery fish. So many were slipping out of his grasp, and the more he missed them, the more frustrated he got, and the more he missed them. “You gave me a shit bucket! Let me guess, ‘Made in China?’ Andrew! Don’t just stand there. Help!”
I snapped out of it and quickly joined in with the half-dozen others scooping and plopping the minnows back into the half-destroyed styrofoam.
“Don’ matt’r wur it’s from. You gon’ havta pay fer dat.”
“You plotted this all yourself! You’re trying to scam people!”
“Nah, that’s jus user error.”
Whereas my face was red with embarrassment, Frank Kent’s was red with anger. He stood up ready to give the guy the business when the man put his hands up in an “I surrender” type of way.
“Alrigh’ now. I wus jus’ joshin.’ We’ll givya two doz’n nigh’crawl’rs.”
“I don’t want two-dozen nightcrawlers! We’re fishing for crappie!”
“Well, how ’bout ’nother bucket?”
“Hell no! So you can pull something like that again?”
“Well, what’sa fair deal ‘en?”
“Give me a tackle box filled with stuff in it.”
“A…a full tackle box?”
“That’s what I said.”
“I guess so. Fair ’nough.” He looked behind my dad and yelled, “Carl!”
Carl, who’d heard the disaster, had run up and helped with the minnows. “Yes, pa.”
“Go to da back ’n git the mop ’n fresh bucket wit wat’r, wuldja?”
“But pa—”
“No buts, jus do as yer tol’.”
“Yes, pa.”
The nerdy kid went running back to the back, arms hanging down to his sides. A minute later he came back with a new bucket, into which we transferred the minnows, and then started mopping.
“Sorry ’bout dat.” The fat man had started checking people out again. We stood there, me embarrassed out of my mind, Dad livid out of his, yet damned intent on getting his new tackle box.
The wait was excruciating. It was awkward. I could feel myself trying to slowly scoot away from the old man as if I were disowning him. I could feel eyes like daggers from all directions, and laughter still consumed the two high school kids who were now back in one of the aisles. Dad, who could no doubtably hear them snicker, wore a scowl like I’d never seen before. I wondered what was going on up there in his brain, but only for a moment.
“I’m gonna wait outside,” I said.
He turned his head toward me, and I made brief eye contact. “What? Why?”
“I need some fresh air.”
“You’re not going to help me pick out lures to fill the box?”
“Are you really going to do that?”
He gave me a look like, “are you serious”, and then said, “You’re damn right I am.” Looking back up at the front desk and giving a head nod, he continued. “This guy is running a scam operation. I bet this happens five times a week.”
Now, I’m not saying the old man was a conspiracy theorist, but it wouldn’t be too far from the truth, either…at least when it came to JFK and minnow bucket fraud schemes.
“I just…I just need to get some fresh air.”
“Okay, here. Take the keys.”
Now, if I were a cigarette smoker, that would have been the perfect moment for me to go out, light one up, and decompress. It might have caught the Bonner Springs residents by surprise seeing a thirteen-year-old with a dart in his mouth, but after what had just happened in the store, I’m sure they would understand.
Five minutes later, my dad came out with a brilliant new tackle box. It was OD green, with dozens of drawers that swung out; it was like the Swiss Army knife of tackle boxes.
“Looky here,” he said with a smile. “Loaded to the brim with stuff.” As if rubbing it in the fat man’s face, my dad put the tackle box up on the hood of the Jeep and started thumbing through stuff. “He gave us all of this.”
“Did you have to pay for the minnows?”
“No way. He couldn’t stand the pressure of this old man.”
“Way to go, Dad,” I said, half sarcastically. In a way, I was happy for him, getting a free tackle box out of the ordeal. On the other hand, I was still traumatized and embarrassed. How could he do that to me?
By the time we got back to the neighborhood and the lake, the sun was already half-set. With the low-hanging stratus clouds, and even some much higher cirrus clouds, the sky was lit up with blood orange and pink.
On the lake itself, with the reflection of the sky making it ever more beautiful, we could see the small, circular ripples of fish top feeding. It was prime time.
“Hurry, take this.” My dad handed me the first rod that was ready to go, and I cast it out with a spinner. My dad, who changed his mind and decided to go for largemouth, put on a crawfish lure and cast it out and to the right, right on top of where he’d seen a surface ripple.
It was almost simultaneous that when the lure hit the water, something attacked it. With an almighty yank back of the rod, he let out a loud woop. “I gotcha, you SOB! I gotcha!” For several seconds, he reeled it in before asking me to come over. “Here, Andrew. Hurry, switch me.”
But before I could get there in time, like straight out of a movie, the largemouth jumped out of the water in all its glory, as the setting sun reflected brightly off its scales, and then spat out the lure directly at the old man—the largemouth bass’s equivalent of the middle finger.
My dad stood there for a second, silent. Defeated.
“You, rat bastard,” he mumbled under his breath.
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“My dad dropped a full minnow bucket all over the bait shop store last night.” 
“Frank!” Marcus laughed. “Classic!”
Marcus had always found my dad hilarious. One time, when Marcus was spending the night, we went downstairs to find my dad in a tank top, drinking scotch, and working on his Triumph Bonneville. Marcus thought it was hilarious.
“Once my dad tooted in the elevator,” EJ said, sort of out of left field.
“Did you say…tooted?!” Marcus laughed even louder.
After that second day of camp, Teddy started sitting at our table and hanging out with us. He told us that mostly everyone from last year that he hung out with, besides the girls, was no longer going there. There were a couple of kids he recognized, but never socialized with. So, naturally, he gravitated to us.
“So, wait, in the middle of the store he dropped them?” Teddy asked. I nodded, shyly. “So, they started flopping everywhere?!”
I nodded again. 
The visual was hysterical in all their eyes. They burst out laughing.
“The guy there told him that the spill happened because it was ‘user error.’ My dad about blew a gasket. He blamed the guy for giving him a shit bucket from China.”
“Our dads would get along,” Teddy said.

      [image: ]It was funny, really, and maybe I was the only one that noticed it, but each Monday morning, when parents would sign us in for the week, all of the tables were segregated between boys and girls. It was probably a mixture of the last years of fear of catching “cooties” as well as not letting our parents know we were starting to get interested in the opposite sex. But like clockwork, as soon as all the kids were signed in by their parents and the camp began, co-mingling was almost instant, and it was Teddy who would lead the charge.
“Girls, this is EJ, Marcus, and Andy.” We’d followed him over to their table to sit down, and it was as if we were entering a hostile country. One girl, who was fair-skinned, freckled, and with strawberry blonde hair—turned around to see us, before giving a grunt of loathing, and turning back around. I think that was Sage. She was the de-facto leader of the Mean Girls, as she was the oldest. Another one—black hair and blue eyes—who sat across from them, looked at Teddy with a confused face like: “Why’d you bring them over here?” The last one, sitting next to her, actually smiled.
“Hi. I’m Layla.”
There are several things I can’t stand in life: Poptarts without the frosting, Ford Tauruses, and awkward situations. I cringe on the inside. Like the mere thought of a blind date gives me the heebie-jeebies. If it’s apparent right off the bat that you two don’t mesh, and there is absolutely no mutual attraction, the awkwardness is a dagger. Much the same when a friend tries to set you up with a girl.
That’s what Teddy was seemingly trying to do.
“Andy, sit next to Layla.”
Regardless of the fact that she was the most inviting, I hesitated, but did as I was told. He whispered something in her ear and smiled as he moved down the line and sat next to the girl on the other side of her.
The next twenty minutes were excruciating. EJ didn’t talk. I didn’t talk. Marcus got in on some dialogue, but for the most part, it was Teddy who carried the conversational topics with ease.
Most of the twenty minutes were filled with the season finale of Dawson’s Creek, which had aired a couple weeks earlier. All the girls were in agreement about the passing of Jen Lindley and how it was absolutely devastating and cruel, but the opinions were split about Joey picking Pacey over Dawson. I’d never watched the show, as it seemed too much of a soap opera to me, but to my surprise, Teddy was right on board with the girls’ misery. He clearly watched the show or, at the very least, knew enough about it to keep the conversation going, asking questions to the girls about what they thought about this or what they thought about that.
Before we all got split up to our separate ways in camp, the topic briefly dropped onto the war in the Middle East.
“My dad says that it’s going to go on for a long time,” Shannon, the third and most confrontational one in the group, said.
“Same,” Teddy replied. “Mine thinks that China is secretly giving weapons and stuff to Iraq.”
“That’s a conspiracy, Teddy. Your dad needs to lay off the news.”
“How do you know? How do you know that there isn’t any truth to it? Everyone wants their oil.”
What the hell were they even talking about? My “deep” and “educated” discussions were usually about how many licks it took to get to the bottom of a Tootsie Pop, or how Goku had the strength to beat Majin Buu. They were talking geopolitics…at thirteen!
“Alright everyone, time to split up and head to our activities,” Chrissy announced.
“Thank God,” Sage said, rolling her eyes. “This was literally the dumbest conversation ever.”
As we were waiting to get on the bus, I turned back to Teddy. “What’d you whisper to Layla?” I asked.
“I told her that you were nervous.”
“Why’d you tell her that?!” I was shocked. Flabbergasted. Why would he do such a thing?
“It’s okay, man. Girls like when you’re honest with them. Nothing is worse than being nervous around a girl and lying about it. Make them feel comfortable.”
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Lawrence was kewl as hell. It seemed like our little group of dudes immediately got along with him, and even for being like five years older than us, he didn’t act pretentious or like an asshole as most older kids do to their younger counterparts. 
Now, I know this was a camp, and he had a job to do—you couldn’t just be a prick to kids way younger than you and get away with it—you’d be fired in a heartbeat. But these counselors made it a point to create friendships amongst us, which was wild for my little brain to comprehend. Do they really want to hang out with us? I know I’m not that kewl. Maybe Teddy, but not me.
Each morning when we would arrive at camp, the counselors would usually be sitting at the same table together—like they were on the first day—but then before camp officially started, they would branch out, sit down with campers, and “shoot the breeze” with them. Billy would come one day and talk about his BMW. Chrissy would come by another and ask us how we were getting on with everything and how they could improve as counselors. Sam would come over and egg us on to talk to the girls. Lawrence would show us the current music he was listening to and the hilarious prank calls he found on the web. Lester would roll by like Pigpen from Peanuts and we’d all have to start mouth breathing.
At the beginning of summer, still with a zit-infested face, I was insecure. I was fresh off a really tough seventh-grade year. I was bullied. On multiple occasions, there was a kid in my class—not even an older kid—that would constantly call me “pizza face.” There were times going home where I thought about it to the point of tears. I dreaded going in each day to face the abuse.
To add insult to injury, in science class, right in the middle of winter, when my skin was at its worst, everyone in class was given a topic—a disease or condition—to do a report on. A girl who had incredibly fair-skinned and natural platinum hair got albinoism, while I was given acne.
Could it be rubbed in my face any worse?
Bringing the physical and emotional scars of zits to camp was always at the forefront of my mind. I was sure I would get made fun of for having them, especially by older kids, which included the counselors. Stupid catastrophizing on my part, but a genuine worry.
“Andy, turn to track three,” Lawrence said as he handed me a CD. I had brought one of my two headphone jack speakers and plugged it into my Walkman. “Keep it low. Don’t wanna get us into trouble.”
We all leaned in around the wooden picnic table.
“What is it?” Marcus asked.
“You boys ever heard of Arnold’s Pizza Shop?” Lawrence had a devilish grin on his face.
“Arnold’s what?” Teddy asked.
“Pizza Shop.”
We all shook our heads, and as I pressed play.
“Hello, you’ve reached Arnold’s Pizza Shop…” It was a fake answering machine message, which sounded exactly like the Mr. Olympian, Austrian actor, Arnold Schwarzenegger. “...I’m not here now, I’m out killing pepperoni.”
We all looked at each other with wide eyes and began to snicker.
“If you want to reach me, if you want the pizza, I don’t care, because I’m not here. Can’t you realize that, idiot?”
Marcus laughed so hard that he blew snot out of his nose. EJ started tearing up and had to wipe off his glasses, which were starting to fog. Teddy had his chin resting on the edge of the table, hunkering so low that no one else saw him laugh. Lawrence turned around quickly, back to the other counselors, hoping we hadn’t gotten their attention.
“Shhhhh,” he laughed when he turned back around.
It continued.
“...but, if you need the pizza sometime during the next few days, I can have it delivered to you, or maybe I will staple it to you.”
We couldn’t hold it back anymore. We all burst out, catching the entire camp’s attention. Chrissy started to walk over.
“Turn it off, turn it off!” Marcus whispered to me.
As many times as I’d used the thing, through my own set of foggy eyes, I couldn’t find the stop button. I knew it was to the left of the play button, but instead, I hit the back button instead, which started it over.
“Hello, you’ve reached Arnold’s Pizza Shop…”
Panicking, I went to the speaker instead and hit the toggle on/off button, but it was too late. “Lawrence, are you making them listen to Arnold’s Pizza Shop?” Chrissy had a smile on her face.
“These kids have to grow up somehow.”
She tilted her head back and laughed. “Just don’t get us into trouble with their parents.”
Lawrence looked back at us. “True. Don’t go telling your parents we…I let you listen to this.”
“I’ll just tell them I found it online,” Teddy said. “Where did you find it, anyway?”
“Ebaumsworld.”
It was the door to a website that I never knew existed, but one on which I would spend ninety-five percent of my existence.






  
  
It was a pool day. Unless there were storms in the area, we went to the pool every day—even more so when we partook in the swimming or diving lessons that the camp provided. We would switch up the pools that we went to: one day it would be Roeland Park Aquatic Center, another Tomahawk, then Ad Astra. That day, we were at Sar Ko Par, an aquatic center about the size of Roeland Park’s. The other pools we went to were rather small in nature. 
It was warm outside but wasn’t hot, and I was dreading the initial shock of the pool water. Usually, as common pool etiquette, and as a way to “pre-shock” yourself, you’re supposed to rinse off quickly in the bathroom showers there. I never did. I hated doing that. What was the point besides said pre-shock? The chlorine kills germs anyway. No, I was just going to take the pool shock like a champ as I normally did. If I got goosebumps and blue lips, so be it.
“Why aren’t you wet?” Shannon asked. All of us kids were getting prepped for the pool in the grass, putting on sunscreen, and laying out towels. “Didn’t you take a shower in the bathroom?”
“No. Why should I? We’re just gonna get in the pool anyway.”
“Because you’re all sweaty and stuff, stupid.”
“How ’bout you tell that Lester?”
“How ’bout you go hang out with Lester? You both probably smell like dog crap, anyway.” Her rebuttal was a good one. I had no comeback.
Naturally, Pigpen had not even taken a glance at the showers as he walked straight through. Now he was in the pool, chest puffed out and laughing with the other counselors. His gorilla coat of hair—on his arms, chest, and back—were floating and waving back and forth in the water like seaweed, most likely releasing bacteria that had built up over the past twenty-four hours.
I watched as the Mean Girls gingerly got in, making sure to keep their hair dry. They were adamant about that. The boys, on the other hand, made sure to jump in as obnoxiously as possible. Cannonballs. Can openers. Belly flops. Back breakers.
The lifeguards didn’t like it one bit. Whistles flared up with fingers pointed. A simple shake of the head once eye contact was made was usually enough to keep a boy in line…for at least five minutes.
After treading water for a couple of minutes and waiting for our goosebumps to subside, Teddy had smoothly navigated us over to the girls in the pool to start a conversation. The stronghold gel that had once held up his bangs had washed off; his black hair underneath, along with the frosted tips of his bangs, now clung flat to his forehead. He seemed to care not.
The girls were on the subject of Hollister and how they had the cutest mini skirts. They were also talking about the colors of polos they had. Teddy jumped in right away.
“Do you guys like Abercrombie?”
”I love Abercrombie,” Sage said. She was leaning against the wall of the pool with both of her arms straight out, resting on the gutter. “How often do you go to the mall?”
“I don’t know. Maybe, like, once a month? My mom usually drops me off when I ask her to.”
“We should all go sometime,” Layla said with a smile. Again, she seemed sweet to me.
“Totally,” Teddy replied. “What are you girls doing this weekend?”
“I’ve got plans,” Shannon said. It was incredibly snarky.
“Jeez, well, okay then.” Teddy had wide eyes in response. “Guess we’ll just go.”
There was an awkward silence, and when I looked up from the small ripples, I saw Sage’s light blue eyes piercing mine.
Sage, who had her pleasant moments, was overrun by her strawberry blonde hair sixty percent of the time. She had an attitude when something triggered her. And more times than not, she told it like it was, no sugarcoating. “Are you guys going to talk to us or just stand there?”
EJ and I had been standing there, just bobbing up and down in the water like buoys. Marcus, who could break the ice as well, clearly couldn’t swim because of his leg, and was at the snack bar eating a popsicle. Teddy sort of leaned into the girls and said, “They’re kind of shy around girls.”
“Aww, that’s cute.” Layla put her hand on her heart and made a puppy dog type face.
“Well, they need to grow a pair,” Sage said.
“I agree,” Shannon added. She gave us both a look up and down before turning to Sage and giving us the cold shoulder. “Andy says he doesn’t shower before he gets in the pool.”
“Ew, really?” Sage scooted down the wall, further away from me. “That’s disgusting. Why don’t you go hang out with Lester?”
“That’s what I said! They should get married or something.”
I sulked. I had no rebuttal—once again—to the thorn in my heart. Teddy, seeing that I was hurt, said, “Come on, it’s not that big of deal. I don’t either. I mean, what’s the point? We get in the water and the chlorine cleans us, anyway.”
“Yeah, but your gross sweat and oil don’t mix well with the chlorine, and it makes it dirtier faster,” Shannon said. “I care about my skin and don’t need that stuff close to me.”
“Shannon, I bet you still pee in the pool,” Teddy said. In a much louder voice, and before she had a chance to fire something back at him, he continued, “Hey everyone! Shannon pees in the—”
He was interrupted by a splash to the face and screaming from his target. He turned around with an enormous smile while trying to block the water from getting into his eyes. Shannon was pissed. “Shut up, Teddy—you asshole! No, I don’t!”
Everyone started laughing hysterically.
Then, with his back still turned to her, Teddy held his arm straight out, parallel to the water yet just barely underneath the surface, and swept it over toward the girls, creating a wave that Bodhi from Point Break would be proud of. It blanketed all of them. The hair they had tried so desperately to keep dry was now drenched.
“Oh my God, Teddy! You asshole!” all three of them yelled in unison. Before I knew it, our corner of the pool turned into a splashing war. EJ and I looked at each other, shrugged our shoulders in a “I can get down with this” manner, and then provided backup to the outnumbered Teddy who was getting all the splashing attention. I had to take my revenge on Sage and Shannon, anyway.
What started as anger from the girls turned to laughter and fun. Everyone in the battle was trying different methods of splashing: gigantic waves like Teddy had originally done, and more rapid-fire splashes using the palms of both hands and alternating splashing forward as fast as possible. EJ even experimented with using both arms to create two gigantic waves.
Amidst all the loud splashing, we didn’t hear the numerous whistle blasts from the lifeguards. With our eyes burning from the chlorine, we also didn’t see our counselors zeroing in on our position. It took a grab of the arm and a yank to make me stop and look dead in the eyes of Lester.
“Knock it off!” he shouted. “The lifeguards blew the whistle like ten times!”
The other counselors moved in between the two sides to create a ceasefire. We all looked to the side of the pool. Two lifeguards were standing there, hands on their hips. Both were high school-aged girls.
“Listen up!” the attractive blonde on the right said. “If you guys get into another water fight, you’re banned from getting in again, you understand?”
We all nodded. Teddy had a little more to say, though.
“Sorry, darlin’. I had no better way to grab your attention.”
“Teddy! Knock it off!” Chrissy scolded.
The lifeguard briefly blushed, but then got serious, “You! Don’t try to schmooze me.”
“But why not, I—”
“Teddy! Knock. It. Off!” Chrissy was now in his face. “Other side of the pool. Go. Now!” She pointed to the opposite corner from where we were, and he started to nonchalantly swim over, giving the lifeguard one more seductive grin.
By this point, the entire pool was quiet. Only the sound of “Tubthumping” could be heard from the speakers.
“I’m so sorry about this. We’ll take it from here,” Chrissy said to the lifeguards. They both nodded and walked away. Chrissy turned back to us. “Look, I know y’all are just having fun, but the summer has just started—we can’t be burning bridges with our pool selections. We have a good relationship with this one and we want to be able to come back, y’all understand?”
“Yes, Chrissy,” we said together.
“Good. Now everyone get along.” 
I wanted all the counselors to stick around. Well, all except Lester, of course. Lawrence would have been awesome. For when it came to the brutal silence of EJ and me standing there in front of the girls without anything to say, the awkward moments that I did everything I could to avoid, inevitably always caught up. They sought me out constantly, like Michael Myers. 
“Here you boys go again. Standing there with nothing to say,” Sage said. “The least you can say is sorry for getting us all wet.”
I wanted to fire back that it wasn’t us that started it and got them wet to begin with, but I still couldn’t find my voice.
“Yeah, are you like…creepers or something?” Shannon asked. “What are your guys’ names, anyway?”
“Shannon,” Layla snapped. “We already met them the other day. Don’t be rude.”
“Well, I forgot.”
“Their names are EJ and Andy.” Layla looked at EJ and then asked, “Is ‘EJ’ short for something?”
“I bet it stands for ‘Enormous Jackass,’” Sage laughed. Shannon did, too.
“Let’s go,” I said to EJ. We started to hop and swim away from the cackling.
Girls were supposed to be nicer to guys, I had thought. At school, I never really got bullied or made fun of by them; it was mainly guys. Maybe a comment here and there from a girl, but never full-on campaigns like male comrades.
As we got to the other side of the pool, all the lifeguards blew their whistles at the same time. Then, over the loud intercom, we heard the words “Adult Swim.” It was the top of the hour, and all the kids under eighteen had to get out for fifteen minutes.
There isn’t a kid on this earth who has ever liked Adult Swim. It was discrimination. Why did the adults deserve time by themselves, and whatever happened to ‘Kid Swim’ where the adults had to get out of the pool? That’s how the world should work.
“Thanks for standing up for me,” I said to Teddy, who was drying off under a tree by his stuff.
“No worries. Those chicks can be real bi-otches sometimes. They’re actually kewl, but can come across as mean as hell.”
“Do you know them or something?” EJ asked.
“Yeah, they were here last year. There was another in their group, too, but she isn’t coming until next week. You guys wanna go talk to them again with me? I’ll include you two more and get them to like you.”
EJ and both looked at each other; we could both read each other’s minds. “We’re gonna go talk to Marcus and get a popsicle,” I said. “You want anything?”
“Nah, I’m good. Thanks, though.”
There was a time when choosing what kind of popsicle you bought was like choosing what to name your kid or what kind of mortgage you were to take out on a house. Although I’m without a doubt patriotic, Bomb Pops tasted like shit. They were easily avoidable. Those aliens with the gumdrop eyeballs were okay, but I’d only get them if they were out of the good stuff. 
Fudgesicle. Chocolate Eclair. Strawberry Eclair. My mouth watered every time I came across pictures of them on the side of an ice cream truck or there at the pool on the billboard above the checkout window.
I only had fifty cents—enough to choose one and only one.
I had a fudgesicle last week, so Chocolate or Strawberry Eclaire? Why do you have to give me these choices, God?
Chocolate Eclair it was. I just couldn’t pass up chocolate once again. EJ got one of those aliens.
“What was that all about?” Marcus asked when we sat down at his table. It was one of those thermoplastic-covered steel tables that hurt your ass after like two minutes, leaving checkerboard imprints there as well as a reminder.
“What was what?” I asked.
“What was the deal with the lifeguards? And why were you guys in such a big splashing fight with those girls?”
“Those girls are mean,” EJ said through slurps of his popsicle. “That girl Shannon was making fun of Andy for not showering before getting in the pool. Then they called me a jackass.”
“That still doesn’t answer my question.”
“Teddy stood up for me,” I said. “He said that Shannon probably still pees in the pool. She then splashed him, and he splashed her back. Then it escalamated. They were pissed because he got their hair wet.”
“Wait, did you say…escalamated?“ Marcus asked.
“Yeah, why?”
“Escalated.”
“Whatever, same thing.”
“No, it’s not, jabroni.” Marcus smirked and shook his head as he looked out towards the grass area where half of the campers were, including Teddy. The Mean Girls were laughing at his jokes and pushing him playfully after he said something.
Damn, look at him. Smooth talkin’ son of a bitch. 
I zoned into a daydream at that moment. I thought about myself talking to a group of women like that. They would be laughing constantly, flirting back, and ultimately inviting me to the mall, or to beach volleyball, or the movies. They would tell me I was hot and that they’d want to be my girlfriend.
But that daydream was short-lived. 
I felt something drop onto my swim trunks. When I looked down, I saw a large part of my eclair, which had melted and fallen off the wooden popsicle stick. Then when I looked up and across the table to EJ, to see if he’d seen it happen, the edge of his mouth and lips and part of his cheeks were blue and green, and when he smiled, so too were his teeth and tongue.
It’s useless, I thought.

      [image: ]The bus ride back was quiet. All of us kids were wiped out and beat down by the sun. Mostly everyone had headphones on, listening to their own music. The few that didn’t have electronics were reading or just looking out the window.
I was listening to Marcus’s CD again when another song I hadn’t heard came on. It put me in a daze, a trance. It flowed, and it grooved. It built and built over the minute or so long intro before finally a deep voice broke in with fast raps and words that I had no idea the meaning. They sounded smooth, flowing so effortlessly. It was clear that this dude had been through a lot, and part of me thought I could relate to him. Although I’d been “in this shit” since ’89 and not ’92, I knew exactly about the BS he was going through. 
Biggie spoke to me.
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“Andrew.” 
Nudge.
“Andrew.”
Stronger nudge.
“Andrew, you have to get up.”
I usually always wake up when it storms; thunder just always seems to do it. That particular early morning, however, I was out cold. I was probably deep in a dream about lizards licking lollipops or iguanas innovating the internet. If I were a dog, no doubt I would have been in the middle of chasing a hundred rabbits or squirrels while my legs kicked, deep in R.E.M. 
My mind was hazy, my eyes were hazier. The silhouette of a person hovered over me and was talking in a soft voice. It was my mother. “We have to go to the basement,” she said.
“Wait…wait…what?”
“We have to go to the basement. The sirens are going off.”
The only actual word I caught was “sirens.” From a young age, that word is ingrained into you, whether it’s due to the sirens of a police car, fire truck, or ambulance, you know what a siren means: emergency.
In this case, as perks of living in the Midwest, and for the random times they went off in the middle of the night, it meant tornado.
As soon as the word registered, I listened beyond my room. Off in the near distance, sure enough, I heard the wail. It was unmistakable.
I rolled out of bed and took a glance at my alarm clock. Two-forty-three. Without a doubt, the most dangerous time for a tornado to hit.
We rushed out of my room and down the stairs. When we got to the middle level, my dad was moving quickly through the floor, closing all of the blinds all while holding a handheld radio in his hand.
“Says that the funnel is up near Basehor,” he said, referring to the AM channel he was listening to. “The storm’s moving east.”
“Oh, no!” my mom gasped. “Not again!”
Basehor was just north of us, close to Bonner Springs. Almost exactly a month prior, the Basehor area was hit with several tornadoes, one being an F4. It grew to five-hundred meters wide, had two-hundred plus mph winds, caused extensive damage across the northern part of the KC metro, and unfortunately killed two people (one lady would succumb to her injuries seven months later).
Although we were most likely safe from this funnel forming near us, with the crashes of thunder all around, and the pelting of rain on the windows, and the ripping wind, another funnel spinning up right next to us wasn’t out of the question. It is never out of the question in these parts.
We all got downstairs to the basement where our emergency supplies lived in a closet. There we had canned food, three dozen bottles of water, lanterns, candles, batteries, scotch, and Twinkies…because, well, when the world ends, the only thing left will be cockroaches, Twinkies, and Glenlivet.
The safest place to be was in my dad’s soundproof music room. With several extra layers of insulation within the cement foundation of the house, and with no windows and a locking door, it was the obvious choice to take shelter in. It was a bunker.
The radio crackled with the poor reception in the boxroom, so my dad kept the door open and leaned out into the main part of the basement for a slightly less crackle. The man on the other end was saying that whereas the rain wasn’t ending anytime soon, the tornado threat was dwindling by the minute; the “juice” and the “instability” in the atmosphere were getting used up quickly. Once it was all gone, that was it—threat over.






  
  
“Crap,” she said. 
We stayed there for a second, EJ and I looking from the back of the van out the front windshield. We were looking up to see what was presenting to my mom, and it didn’t look good.
Rapids. Raging rapids.
The rain had accumulated drastically since the storm had started around one o’clock in the morning. Although there was a slight break in the rain right then and there, it was in the forecast for the rest of the day. The depressed bridge, however, didn’t show any signs of that, as the rushing water from the creek was well over several inches above it. It was flooding out.
Usually, if the rain started to cause flooding over the small, single lane bridge, the road would have been blocked off at the top of the hill, right after you turn off from the main road. Many-o-times we had to go the long way around when this back entrance was closed because of similar occurrences. This was not one of those times.
It was now a debate whether to go or not.
EJ and I looked at each other; we both had looks of concern, but because we hadn’t quite woken up yet, and I was still running on fumes from being woken up in the middle of the night, the danger of the situation wasn’t really hitting us. We looked back towards the rushing rapids ahead.
“I think we’ll be fine,” my mom reassured. She put her foot into the gas to gain speed—we were about thirty feet away—as we would need it to get across.
The road took a first minor dip before a secondary dip, which was the curved cement bridge. As soon as we hit it, the rush of water slammed against the wheels. My mom put her foot into the pedal more, as the front-wheel drive powered through. It at least had that going for it. The minivan was heavy. It had that going for it, too. 
And as quickly as we entered, so too were we quickly out on the other side. The front-wheels gripped the exposed pavement as we shot up and out of the flood zone.
“Heck yeah!” I shouted, not wanting to cuss in front of my mom. EJ and I both had impish grins as my mom sighed heavily and continued driving up the road.
“Yeah—won’t do that again.”

      [image: ]All activities for the day were canceled. Not much longer after we were dropped off, it started pouring again. Distant thunder rumbled, but it seemed to be getting closer.
“Alright everyone, can I have y’alls attention, please?” Chrissy was up on the counselor’s table, yelling louder than normal over the pelting rain on top of the tin roof. “I hope y’all have either a poncho or an umbrella—you’re gonna get wet.”
There was an eruption of applause and laughter. The campers had no problem with that.
“But as protocol has it, we will be heading to the Tomahawk dome, at least for the morning. Around lunchtime we will debate on what to do then. So, put on your raincoats, ponchos, and get your umbrellas ready. We leave in five.”
I didn’t have an umbrella, but was fine with that; I had a light, waterproof jacket that we’d bought at Kohl’s. It was navy blue and at least had a hood. EJ, on the other hand, had a raincoat, a pocket poncho, and a Royals umbrella. If there was anyone who was going to stay dry, it was going to be him. Marcus had a large, see-through yellow poncho that crackled and squeaked around his armpits every time he went forward on his crutches.
The Tomahawk dome wasn’t a new thing for us. We’d gone there for Outdoor Discovery and even saw the Crossroads kids the years before. All of the camps from the park and around the area showed up there. In fact, at summer camp the year before, when we had to go to the dome, EJ and I were told that several girls thought we were cute. We ran away from them every time they got close.
“Why do you guys keep running from us? If you don’t want to talk to us, just tell us,” the leader chick said. I’m pretty sure they were older than us; they acted way more mature about things. EJ and I thought that we were playing the game right, as we were definitely interested in them. We thought that love was a game of cat and mouse, but it was clear to them that if we were still running from “cooties” then we were still boys in their eyes.
Inside the giant dome were four full-size basketball courts. All the different camps had their own area along the outer edge of the dome, while activities were played in the middle. There was dodgeball on one court, a volleyball net up on another, “Jump The River” on the third, and basketball for the final one.
I was a beast at Jump The River. I was fast. And the faster you were, the more speed you could get to jump from one rope over the other. As the ropes got further apart, simulating a river getting more water in it, I was nearly always one of the last three.
But today wasn’t a day for Jump The River…at least not now. No, we had more important and dire things to discuss.
“Cindy Crawford is the hottest chick in the world,” Marcus said.
“Who said?!” Teddy rebutted.
“It’s just a known fact, dude. She was like ranked ‘Hottest Chick In The World’ by like some magazine.”
“Oh yeah, sounds legit.” The sarcasm was rich in Teddy’s voice.
I had no real dog in the fight. I had no idea who Cindy Crawford was. Supposedly she was a supermodel and a total babe. Someone my role model, Johnny Bravo, would probably fall in love with. And I was too tired to really give a hoot anyway; the fatigue from the semi-sleepless night was sneaking up on me.
“I think Sable is the hottest,” EJ chimed in.
“Sable?” Teddy asked, confused.
“Yeah, she used to be a wrestler.”
“Like…WWF?” Marcus asked.
“Technically, WWE now,” EJ corrected.
“Whatever, same thing. And there’s no way a girl wrestler is hotter than Cindy Crawford.”
“Yeah, huh!”
I had no idea who Sable was either. I was completely out of the loop and should have known who these stunning women were. I mean, they were considered the hottest women in the world, after all…according to my group of friends.
“Pamela Anderson. Without a doubt.” There was no convincing Teddy otherwise. It seems he had a thing for lifeguards. “I just re-watched all of Baywatch just for her. She’s the girl next door type.”
“I mean, she’s hot, but Cindy Crawford’s hotter,” Marcus said.
“Let’s agree to disagree.”
More camps were arriving and piling into the dome. Crashes of thunder and lightning were close, and I could see sheets of rain blowing across the faces of everyone walking up to the front doors. Two counselors from another camp had to hold the two swinging doors open, as the wind grabbed them and flung them around with might. If one of the little eight-year-old boys or girls from the other camps tried to hold the door, they wouldn’t be able to.
As each little kid made their way into the still air, they shook their bodies off from the rain before getting distracted by the gigantic structure they’d walked into. Some of them looked up in awe, while others ran around in circles or made random jumps up and down. Some even tried cute little cartwheels.
“What about you, Andy?” Teddy asked.
“What about me?”
“Do you agree with Marcus that Cindy Crawford is the hottest woman alive?”
“I—I don’t know who she is.”
Marcus and Teddy looked at each other before busting out into laughter. I looked at EJ who gave me a shrug.
“You don’t know who Cindy Crawford is?!” Marcus blurted out, several decimals louder as it echoed all throughout; the acoustics of the place made secrets hard to tell and unwanted attention easy to come by.
“Shut up, Marcus!” I hissed. Several heads were now looking in our direction, including some of our counselors. Luckily, it didn’t take long before they went back to their own conversations and lost interest in ours. “So what? So what, I don’t know who Cindy Freakin’ Crawford is?”
“You probably like Rosie O’Donnell or something.” He started laughing out loud once again.
“No, I don’t! Shut up, dude!”
“I’m just playing with ya. No need to get so defensive.”
“I’m not getting defensive!”
Indeed I was. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that either. Too many times I’d been made fun of, or even just toyed with, where I’d be told “Stop getting so defensive, Andy” or “Jeez, can’t you take a joke?” I hated it.
 “Whatever, dude.”
“Okay. If you don’t think Cindy Crawford is the hottest, or Sable,” Teddy looked at EJ like “WTF? Sable?” before looking back at me, “Who do you think the hottest chick in the world is?”
Where do I even start? Looking back, I think the first girl in a movie that I saw where I was like, “Holy crap, who is that?” was Rhona Mitra in A Kid In Aladdin’s Palace.
But there was one movie theatre experience that I had that leaves an impression even to this day: Snow Day.
When the movie trailers finally started to play that day, and we’d got through several I couldn’t care less about, I had no idea I would be mesmerized and awe-struck by one in particular: The Beach. Leonardo DiCaprio’s first major role after Titanic, and the world was still in the “Leo-Mania” stage. Clearly, I wasn’t interested in him. However, I was interested in the character, Francoise. She was stunning.
I wanted to be in that world of adventure and romance and thrills. I wanted to dive into the crystal-clear waters and lie out on the infamous beach every day while listening to Moby. And I wanted to win Francoise for myself.
Then, as if she wasn’t enough, when Snow Day finally started, I was introduced to the character, Claire, played by the sensational Emmanuelle Chriqui (Sloan in Entourage, for all you Entourage people out there). I fell much harder for Claire than I did Franciose. And it made me incredibly frustrated that she had a jackass boyfriend. And the lead character? Dweeb. Such a dweeb. All along, it should have been me. Claire should have dated me.
And stuck in yet another daydream, submerged in that incredible 2000 movie experience, I was sucked back into reality with a close flash of lightning and a shaking clap of thunder. I jumped.
“Yo, you alright?” EJ asked.
I shook it off and looked at him. “Uh…uh, yeah, why?”
“You just started smiling and were off in la-la land or somethin’.”
“I told you guys, he was probably thinking of Rosie O’Donnell,” Marcus laughed.
“Claire from Snow Day.”
“Who?” Marcus asked.
“Claire from the movie Snow Day. I don’t know who plays her, but she’s hot as hell.”
I could see the confusion on Marcus’s and EJ’s faces; they clearly had never seen it. That didn’t help my case. I wanted to show them that I indeed had good taste in girls, but I was striking out.
“Oh, I forgot about her!” Teddy said, jumping in to save me. “Yeah, man, she’s super hot.”
“You’re just sticking up for him,” Marcus said. “You have no idea what he’s talking about.”
“Yeah I do…”
No he didn’t.






  
  
“You boys ready?” Mrs. Jacobson asked. 
We were. Ready was an understatement.
Marcus, EJ, and I piled into EJ’s parents’ dark green Honda Odyssey, eager for the first movie theatre experience of 2003 for all of us. Without a doubt, Return of the King was in the cards for December—I saw the first two in theatres, so there was no way I would miss the third—but for now, we were equally thrilled for the sequel to what is now one of my all-time favorites.
Ever since EJ and Colton came over to my house to watch The Fast and the Furious with me and my dad, Paul Walker has been a role model of mine. I liked the plain black shirt and jeans look he rocked, but more so, the low-top black Chucks he wore in most of the movie—when not wearing the Dr. Martens. Not more than a week after being introduced to the world of street racing and ten-second cars, I went and bought my first pair of low-top Converse Allstars for thirty-dollars. Yeah, only…thirty…freakin’...dollars!
The entire block—EJ, Colton, Brennan, Kaitlyn, Connor, and I—after seeing the first movie of the future franchise, went out and bought keychain lights of all different colors to put underneath our scooters for riding at night. Since we obviously didn’t have a Honda Civic, Mitsubishi Eclipse, or Mazda Rx7 of our own, the next best thing to have neons glow underneath was our Razor Scooters.
It was actually quite brilliant, really.
We first taped down the button on the keychain to keep the light on, as there wasn’t a toggle switch. Then we took tinfoil and taped that all over the underbelly of the scooter (the light wasn’t strong enough by itself and needed reflecting illumination) before finally taping the light to the tinfoil.
It worked.
We would all roll down 45th Street, and when someone would exit the light of the streetlights, all we could see was the green, blue, red, or pink glow. With the buttons that released the handlebars up at the top of the scooter, we pretended those were NOS buttons. When we’d push them, we’d make imitating noises of what the nitrous oxide sort of sounded like. We would then burst with several powerful pushes before crouching down on the scooter to increase aerodynamics. Vin Diesel’s Charger had nothing on us.
But now, fast forward to the matinee showing of the second installment, 2 Fast 2 Furious, we were entering into the fictionalized, yet probably somewhat true, world of illegal street racing in hot and humid Miami. Ludacris joined the cast. So did Tyrese. And let’s not forget about the lovely Eva Mendes. 
Because EJ was only twelve, and the movie was PG-13, Tim and Susan Jacobson had to go into the movie with us. I’m sure EJ was a little embarrassed that his parents had to tag along, but I know Marcus and I didn’t care. 
The rain had diminished to a drizzle, and because we’d caught a late afternoon showing, it wasn’t quite crowded yet. I’m sure it was to get much more packed as the evening went on; there was a huge cult following from the first film.
As soon as we got inside and had our tickets ripped in half, the smell of buttery popcorn landed in our nostrils. The concession stand was straight ahead, while the sounds of Time Crisis 3, Cruis’n the World, Dance Dance Revolution, and other popular arcade games of the time were hitting our ears from both sides as we walked forward.
“Alright, you kids can get one candy box each and pop,” Mrs. Jacobson said. “We’ll get a couple large buckets of popcorn to share.”
I don’t understand how people can choose fruit-flavored candy over chocolate. There are exceptions, of course. Starbursts, Skittles, Ring Pops, and Fun Dip. There was even a period when I was all about Runts. That didn’t last long. I think I “Runted” myself out.
But everything else—Smarties, Sour Patch Kids, Jolly Ranchers, Nerds, Sweet Tarts, Dots, Mike and Ike’s, Spree, Twizzlers, and Everlasting Gobstoppers—how can you choose those over Peanut M&M’s, Reeses Pieces, and my absolute favorite, Buncha Crunch?
EJ chose to get Milk Duds, which would surely get stuck deep in his rear molars. He was lucky he didn’t have braces. Marcus chose Nerds, in which I almost threw up in my mouth thinking of them.
You already know what I chose.
And finally, once seated, I threw my purposely worn Chucks up on the chair in front of me, stuffed my face with popcorn, and when the lights dimmed—after a year of waiting—we were thrown back into the world of illegal street racing once again.

      [image: ]“I said forget about it, cuh.”
“Like I said, we hungry.”
“Pockets ain’t empty, cuz.”
“And we ain’t hungry no more neither.”
We couldn’t stop with the one-liners; we were obsessed with them. We were obsessed with what we’d just seen. Now, it wasn’t better than the first one, but it was a damn good sequel, if I do say so myself.
And just like when spectators leave a NASCAR race and want to drive fast, or when someone leaves a boxing match and wants to fight, so too did we want to get thrown down into the tropics of Miami with fast cars and beautiful women. Marcus had even claimed his undying love for Eva Mendes.
“What about Cindy Crawford?” I asked.
“What about her? Eva’s hotter.”
I didn’t want to argue, but he flip-flopped on decisions the same way politicians flip-flop on their political stances when the money from donors talks.
Once night fell and the streets dried, we took to them. EJ had an extra scooter that he let Marcus borrow; Marcus was intent on riding one as soon as we told him what we’d done with them in the past. We were concerned about his knee. He didn’t care about it. When we suggested watching the first movie again or playing Midnight Club: Street Racing at my house, he took off his knee immobilizer and asked for a neon light. Not wanting to argue, we obliged his wishes and rode off into the night.
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“What do you think dogs’ internal thoughts are?” I asked. 
“What?” Everyone, including Colton Brown, looked at me as if I was stupid. At that moment, I felt that way. I shouldn’t have let that stupid question leave my lips, but it was a pondering thought that blossomed as I looked at Colton’s German Shepherd, Bandit, whom he had brought with us. We were all either swinging on the swings or sitting on the elementary school’s jungle gym, our bikes scattered in the damp woodchips around us. Marcus had been picked up by his mom earlier that morning.
“Like, you know how we can have thoughts in our head? Do you think dogs have thoughts, too? I mean, any animal, really.”
“What kind of stupid question is that?” Colton asked. He was holding Bandit’s leash while slightly swinging at the same time. He looked around at everyone else with a grin, expecting a laugh. None came.
“I think they can,” Connor Barnes said from the top of the slide. Connor, along with his sister, lived five or six houses in the other direction from mine. Like EJ and Brennan, he had glasses as well but had dark brown hair. He loved to skateboard and dressed the part. “I mean, just look at them when they dream. If they visualize stuff in their head while dreaming, you can only imagine that they can imagine stuff—like thoughts—while awake.”
“No, they don’t!” Colton stopped his slight swinging to emphasize his point and looked around again for backup. When he had none, yet saw ten curious eyes looking at him, he went on, questioning everyone. “You can’t really think that dogs think, do you?”
“You don’t?” Kaitlyn asked. She was probably the smartest out of all of us, a Hermoine of sorts. She would usually try to rein us in or tell us to “pump the brakes” whenever we were about to do something that would break a limb, a window, or a heart. “Why wouldn’t they? I’m sure they have internal dialogue and a language of their own. They have a fight-or-flight response just like us, as do most, if not all, animals in the animal kingdom. That’s an advanced nervous system function. Why wouldn’t they be able to think to themselves, too?”
“You mean like bark, bark and ruff, ruff?” Colton laughed. Bandit’s ears went up and he tilted his head at his owner.
“Don’t be a smartass,” Kaitlyn fired back. She stood up from her swing and pointed at Bandit. “Did you not just see what he did there? He tilted his head and tried to process what you were trying to say in ‘dog.’ He reacted to your terrible attempt at imitation. You can’t tell me that he wasn’t.”
“He wasn’t!”
“Look what you started,” EJ whispered to me. I was sitting at the top of the rock-climbing wall, while he was at the bottom, leaning up against the side of it. I gave him a shrug, then looked over to Brennan, also swinging.
Brennan’s parents were adamant about him wearing his elbow, knee, and wrist pads as well as a helmet every time he rode his bike. Everyone else’s parents required their son or daughter to at least wear a helmet; still pretty uncool in our eyes, but at least we didn’t have to wear the whole outfit. Brennan still had everything on, even while swinging.
“Brennan. You have a cat,” I said. “When she’s about ready to knock something off the ledge, but sits there for a while looking at it, what do you think she’s doing?”
“Um…” He was caught off guard by the question. “I don’t know.”
“Do you not think she’s having some sort of talk in her head that is saying, ‘Should I knock this over or should I not? I bet it’d be funny if I did.’?”
“Oh, my God! This shit is so dumb! There’s no way a cat thinks in English, first off. Second, that cat wouldn’t even ponder in purrs!”
“Ponder in…purrs?!” Connor laughed.
“Yeah, purrs. Or meows. A cat wouldn’t say, ‘Purr, I’m going to knock this stupid ass picture frame over, purr.’ It would just knock it over.”
“So then, what? It just knocks it over out of instinct?” I asked.
“I don’t know, prob—”
“Okay,” Kaitlyn interrupted. “This conversation is getting incredibly idiotic. Can we talk about literally anything else?”
The debate was over. But the irony of it was that that’s where my mind returned to, even when they switched the conversation over to the first two episodes of Real World: Paris. While they were deep in discussion about the potential chemistry between Ace and Mallory, I was thinking about if there was some sort of problem-solving going on if a lion in the savannah couldn’t catch a zebra. What would it do next? Could it devise a plan to trap one, or was it all on instinct? When they were talking about Adam’s reaction to Mallory’s rejection, I was wondering how birds processed information, in particular, how they found their way back to the same place after migration. There has to be thought involved in that, right?
I was so involved in this, so calm, that I laid back on the hard plastic walkway and looked up at the big puffy white clouds. I was so involved in this that I didn’t register Bandit starting to growl. I was so involved in this that my moment of calm was prematurely disrupted, and I jumped when Bandit started barking his expansive, deep warning—something you’d expect from a wolf.
I shot back up and looked down at the swing set. Colton was now standing, holding on for dear life as Bandit was yanking him in the direction to my right. That’s where I looked.
Getting to the end of the cement path that led down from our neighborhood were the End of the Street Boyz, all but Phoenix. I jumped down from the wall, Connor slid down the slide, and we all went up to Colton and Bandit to form a line. Bandit was raging with thick, foamy doggy saliva going everywhere.
Carlos, Zander, and Tanner screeched to a stop on their bikes a good twenty yards away from the perimeter of the woodchips and a short, plastic container wall. Tanner, who stood about the same height as Carlos, was a scrappy wrestler—like Carlos—who wore Tapout shirts. 
“Shut that thing up!” Carlos yelled.
“Now why would I do that?” Colton asked with a grin. “He likes you.”
Carlos ignored him. “You! Kent!” he said, pointing at me and shouting over the dog’s roar. “You messed up big. When Phoenix is ungrounded in two days, he’s out for your blood. If that mutt wasn’t here, we’d start the process for him.” 
“He’s not a mutt, asshat,” Colton said. “He’s a purebred German Shepherd and my dad’s K9 unit. If I wanted to, I could let him go give you a little kiss—teach you some manners.” I could tell that Colton was seriously debating on letting Bandit “accidentally” rip out of his grasp; it was something he would do.
The bit about him being his dad’s K9 unit was half true—a white lie, if you will. Bandit was indeed Colton’s dad’s duty dog, but he was retired. Good ole Bandit was the ripe age of ten, and his once black fur around his snout had faded into a light grey.
Although Bandit had been out of the service for a little over a year, he was still wired for the job. Old habits die hard and Spidey Sense never goes away.
Our friend group was over at Colton’s house a lot; he knew us all well. I couldn’t say that about the boys on the bikes. Bandit could easily sense something was off—some personalities that he didn’t quite like. A threat wavered in the air and he was down for it.
“Whatever. Doesn’t matter what breed he is, he doesn’t stand a chance against us,” Zander, the unkempt and high-pitched stoner, said. “He’s probably all bark, no bite.”
“You want to test that theory, Shaggy?! This ain’t Scooby Doo,” Colton quipped. “Go ahead, try to solve this mystery.”
Before I could catch myself, the word fumbled out of my mouth. “Zoinks!” 
Our whole crew started laughing.
“Ruh-roo,” they all started saying, all except Brennan, who had run and hid in one of the jungle gym’s tunnels.
All three of the asshats looked at me, but Zander got off his bike and threw it to the ground. “Oh, are you a comedian now? You think you’re funny?”
As he stepped forward, Colton pressed the slack button on the leash, releasing Bandit for a split second before pressing it again. Bandit launched forward and stopped all barking in the process. It was only when he got yanked by the sudden stop in slack that he started barking again, spit flying out of his mouth. Zander jumped back, sheer terror on his face.
“It’s not worth it, man,” Carlos warned Zander. “Don’t worry. We’ll meet up with them again when Phoenix is un-grounded.” He looked right at me. “You’re truly lucky he isn’t here right now. You shouldn’t have ratted on him—that was a big mistake.” They turned around and cycled off, but before they were out of shouting distance, Carlos turned around and shouted one more time. “Two days!”
What? Did he say what I think he said? If so, my worst fear about the situation had come true: Phoenix thought it was me who told on him. That made me look weak and pathetic. I looked at EJ, who just days ago had told me I would be alright, that it was his parents who’d gotten Phoenix in trouble. That was a known fact. But for whatever reason, Phoenix still wanted to shift the blame onto me.
When they made it back up the hill from which they came, relief fell over the land and Brennan came out from hiding. However, my heart rate didn’t subside. I had to tell Phoenix, or get word to him that it wasn’t me. I wanted to shout at Carlos as they rode off, but my throat croaked and my legs were rooted to the ground like tree trunks.
When Carlos and I started carpooling, he was already friends with Tanner and Zander. Those two lived up at the front of the new subdivision, in its oldest part. When we’d get home to his house, Tanner and Zander would be waiting in his driveway to hang out. That’s when I’d start my short walk home, sometimes with them yelling stuff after me.
Then Phoenix moved in. That’s when all the to-be freshmen became best of buds, amplified by Phoenix’s alpha male and leadership tendencies. All three of the guys fell under his wing.
Phoenix came from the Missouri side—somewhere close to Bannister Mall, I think. And some of these Missouri boys were just…different—rougher around the edges and aggressive.
Regardless of the strings already pulling us in different directions, we had tried to hang out with them from time to time as requested by our parents. They wanted everyone on the street to feel welcome, including welcoming kids of our age. The block was tight-knit. But sometimes the juice just isn’t worth the squeeze.






  
  
That night my brother, Mack, came over for dinner. He was in his early twenties and lived downtown in the popular City Market area. He had a steal of a deal on a loft he shared with a couple of roommates, and he told me how he could listen to famous bands that would come through—like 311—right from his living room. 
I don’t know exactly what he did for work, but I knew that he was in IT and worked on gift cards or something. Whatever it was, it was way over my head.
“How’s work?” my mom asked.
“Not bad. Peter’s still being a prick, though—his normal self,” he said. Peter was his boss, I guessed. From what I gathered, Peter was new to the position, having worked up the ranks. But now he abused his power, probably having nothing of the sort in his past life.
“How so?” My mom looked at him intently as she stuck her fork into another piece of tofu.
“I told him he was just so flat-out wrong on something with our new client, although he insisted to everyone that he was right. He got defensive and yelled at me to get out of the conference room.”
“Oh no, Mack.” She stopped eating and had a concerned look on her face. “Is your job at risk?”
“Nah. I’m not the only one who can’t stand him or has called him out. Everyone is on the same page that he shouldn’t have gotten promoted.”
I looked over at my dad, who was sheepishly pushing around his tofu cubes, having finished his baked potato. My mom caught on from across the table. The conversation about work was about to get derailed in the most glamorous way.
“What’s wrong, honey?”
For a split second, I thought the old man was contemplating whether he should say what was on his mind or keep it to himself. The intrusive thoughts won. “Why’d you have to get tofu?”
“Oh, it’s just for a change. We don’t have to give up meat products for good. I just wanted to try it out. Tofu is much better—much healthier—than some meat products, anyway.”
She didn’t know it, but she’d just given the old man a layup, and you’d be damn mistaken if you thought he wasn’t going to take it.
“What? Like bull testicles and penises?” He let out a loud, boisterous laugh. Mack spat out his water, and I covered my face to hide.
“Frank!”
“What?” He looked at me, then Mack, and fed off of our poor attempts at hiding our laughter. “When I was a kid, we used to cook up ’em Rocky Mountain Oysters every Friday night if we didn’t catch any channel cat down at the strip pit. Just as Colonel Sanders once said, ‘It’s Finger Lickin’ Good’.”
He let out another boisterous laugh, and I snorted. Mom shook her head, a slight smirk as well, but trying her best to compose herself and actually be the mature one at the table.
After the laughter died down, changing the subject, my dad looked at Mack, “Did you hear about Andy’s fight the other weekend?”
Mack looked at me. “No, I didn’t. Do tell.”
“Dad,” I pleaded.
“Oh, it’s alright, son. Not trying to embarrass you. You stood up for yourself and your friends. I’m proud of that. Just wish you hadn’t broken that fifty-dollar water gun.”
My heart dropped. I still felt terrible about it, but it wasn’t my fault. To save face, I fumbled out the words: “Well…uh…it-uh. It still works.”
“I know it does.”
My dad went on to re-tell the story as I slouched down in my chair. Part of me felt empowered that I hadn’t gotten into trouble for it, and that my dad was sort of talking me up in terms of how I handled myself. The other side of me just wanted to forget it happened. I mean, I lost the scuffle, and I knew it.
After dinner, my brother and I went downstairs and turned on my PS2. He’d brought over his favorite game, Gran Turismo: 3, and we played for a couple hours. That’s when he secretly handed me a CD that he’d promised. It was a blank white CD from the brand Memorex. Other than it saying “Compact Disc” and “700mb/80 minutes,” in large black Sharpie, it had the word “Eminem” written on it. He’d even gone so far as to put the second “E” backwards.
“Holy shit, Mack! Which one is this?” 
“The Eminem Show.”
“No way! Thank you!” I gave him a big hug.
“Of course. Just don’t get caught with it by Mom and Dad. If you do, I didn’t give it to you.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know, I know. I’ll blame Marcus.”
After he left, I turned on the computer, put the CD in, and opened Windows Media Player. I turned the speakers down low so as to not get caught listening to all the vulgarity that was about ready to come out of Marshall Mathers’s mouth. Then I went to AIM. Not more than five seconds after I got on, a window popped up.

Kurules242: after u left we talkd bout playin flashlight tag nxt friday. its friday tha 13th
KuR0cks16: hell ya. im so down.

It had been far too long since the last time we’d played flashlight tag—must have been in the fall of 2002. It had been too cold the past winter to do it, and spring had us all in our own respective world with the end of the school year coming.

Kurules242: r u worried bout phoenix when he gets ungrounded

I was. He was out for revenge, for blood.
Summer weeks are incredibly valuable, and there’s really only ten of them. Of course, that differs for grade school, middle school, high school, and college, but give or take, ten weeks to live your life outside of the stupid confines of a classroom. I’d robbed Phoenix of two of them.

KuR0cks16: nah im kewl
KuR0cks16: yo my bro gave me a burnt copy of eminem show
Kurules242: no way! did he rly? i wanna listen
KuR0cks16: ill bring it mon
Kurules242: mon?
KuR0cks16: monday
Kurules242: ah kewl

Marcus ended up popping on, as did Colton and Brennan. I told them all about the new CD I’d gotten, and they were all equally impressed. Feeling like a badass, I leaned back in my chair, took a slurp of grape soda, and listened to the unedited, unfiltered version of “Without Me.”
I’d be so screwed if Mom and Dad knew I had this.
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The art of the double bounce on the trampoline is in theory easy to grasp, but hard to master in practice; the timing has to be superb. Colton was fantastic at it, a virtuoso. I sucked. Often, he would get pissed and curse me for my inability to send him flying up into the stratosphere as he did me. 
The double bounce is a technique in which one person refrains from bouncing, while the other first focuses on getting as high as they can on their own. At the perfect time, and with only a millisecond of wiggle room, the person refraining will push down on the trampoline right before the person jumping lands on it. “Science” then takes over. Energy is transferred from the refrainer to the bouncer.
This double bounce can double the height of the person jumping, sometimes to the point where you can see over a house (little bit of an exaggeration, but not far from the truth, either). Sometimes, while both bouncers are bouncing in tandem, it can happen by accident, but more times than not, it’s of synthetic origin. 
“Dude, c’mon!” Colton was impatient. “You still suck at this.”
“I’m trying!”
“Well, try harder! I can’t see over!”
But I could understand his impatience. I was impatient, too. We weren’t doing this double bounce thing for fun; we were doing it so that we could see over the fences better. We had heard from another of those little birdies that Monica Schneider was maybe over at Kate Sadler’s swimming. We hadn’t heard anything over there, like girls talking, but our curiosity was too strong. We needed an excuse to bring out the water balloons for the first time that summer. 
It was all in vain, however. If Monica was indeed over there, they never came out. To fly, to see; no more.
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My thought was to start off slow. I mean, that was the intention, at least. I slid on some brand-new, baby-blue basketball shorts that draped to mid-calf, then pulled over a new, sleeveless KU Jayhawks shirt. It was your typical royal blue with the Jayhawk mascot lower and at the corner of the shirt. Already, I thought I looked fly. I thought I looked pimp. 
But I wanted to take it a step further.
I looked at my dirt-stained, semi-white, semi-brown tube socks and about threw up in my mouth. I mean, I was a boy at summer camp; they were going to get dirty.
I folded them over each other.
What I mean by that is, I wanted to have the no-show sock look like Teddy. I would come to find out that there were two ways of doing that. One, is what I was doing: folding each sock inside out, but only halfway—about at the point where the fold would be at your ankle. The second method, and much easier, was to only bring your tube sock up to your ankle, and then have the long, flappy bit at the end fold under your toes back to your heel. For both methods, you would then slide your feet into your shoe and, voila, you have no-show socks! You are now a kewl kid.
As I slipped into my low-top Chuck Taylors, I was torn. I was still fresh into the world of Brian O’Connor and his SoCal look, with tube socks worn proudly up his shins. But I also knew that was considered “nerdy.” It was all about the no-shows these days; I’d learned that in school. When it was warm enough in the spring to start wearing shorts, I still wore tube socks with my knockoff skater shoes from Kohl’s while everyone else had Etnies, DVS, Airwalks, Vans, eS, Osiris, and DCs, where you could perfectly see their bare ankles as they rocked them.
I kept my socks folded over in the Chucks.
I looked at myself in the mirror one last time before running downstairs. I still had bags under my eyes, but with a slight tint in color on my skin from the sun the prior week, and my dirty blond hair a shade lighter, too. 
I was feeling confident. I was going to kick Monday’s ass. I was going to get the attention of the ladies. It was going to be a great day.

      [image: ]The boys were on one side, the girls were on the other. As long as our parents were still signing us in, there was absolutely no co-mingling among the campers. EJ and I sat down with Teddy and Marcus after my mom started to walk back up to her van.
We talked about 2 Fast 2 Furious, and even though Teddy hadn’t seen it yet, he really didn’t care too much if we ruined anything for him. He wasn’t too into the whole street-racing scene, anyway.
But then, as we were in the midst of one-liners and rice burners, my sixth sense kicked in. I felt eyes on me. It’s a weird feeling, just knowing that someone is watching you.
I looked behind me and to the Mean Girls’s table. When I did, Shannon and a new girl quickly turned back around and leaned into the table, and started giggling. That giggling would continue to get louder.
Hell yeah, I thought. They notice me today. They can’t stop looking at me. I turned back around, and the summer wind of confidence swirled around me.
From across the shelter, Shannon shouted, “Hey Andy!” I turned around rather nonchalantly, playing dumb and keeping my excitement at bay. I was surely going to receive a compliment like “you’re hawt” or “nice no-show socks.” Instead, Shannon asked, “What are you wearing?”
The shelter went quiet, and all attention shifted to me.
“Umm, basketball shorts and a KU shirt, why? You like them?”
“No…no, I don’t. It burns my eyes. It burnnnnsssss!” She turned around and let out a triumphant laugh as the rest of her table joined her. Some of the other campers at other tables chuckled as well.
“Shannon!” Chrissy snapped. “Knock that off! Apologize!”
“But…but it was just a jo—”
“Now!”
Shannon hesitated, but with an exaggerated sigh and roll of the eyes, and as if the words were being forced out, she apologized. “Sorry, Andy.”
But it was already too late. Even if the apology was sincere—which it clearly wasn’t—the dagger to the heart was already in. It was gushing. I truly thought that I’d knocked it out of the ballpark with that outfit. Was the baby blue and royal blue really that clashing? I mean, I’m pretty sure I’d seen that color combo before. Or was she just not a KU fan? That had to be it, right? She probably liked the stupid purple Wildcats from Manhattan, or the pee-yellow Tigers in Columbia.
“Don’t pay attention to them.” Lawrence said as he came over and sat down next to me. “I like your outfit. I dig it. I bet some KU girls would dig it, too.”
That made me feel better. I didn’t think my insecurities would completely disappear, but Lawrence coming over to build me up—a guy like Teddy oozing in confidence—was definitely a boost in the right direction.
“Yeah, man, screw them,” Teddy chimed in. “Yo, Lawrence. How ’bout we teach these boys a thing or two about the female counterpart?”
“How ’bout I teach you a thing or two about hitting on lifeguards?”
The table started laughing.
“What? Was I not good?” Teddy asked. “She loved me.”
“That’s subjective.”
Only Marcus laughed, as he was the only one who knew what that word meant. EJ and I just sat there twiddling our thumbs.
“Are we going to Sar Ko Par today?” Teddy asked.
“Nah, Ad Astra,” Lawrence replied.
“Damn. I just got a kickass pair of red Abercrombie swim trunks this weekend just for her.” It was clear he was going for the Baywatch look. He was also wearing an Abercrombie T-shirt that I hadn’t seen him wear before. It was light grey with dark grey lettering that read “A. Fitch Athletic Club.”
“Do you like model for Abercrombie or something?” Lawrence joked. “Each day you come here with fresh garb and consistently spiked, frosted tips. How much they payin’ ya?”
Teddy laughed. “I wish. I ain’t no model. I do know of some kids from Northwest that work there, though.” He was referring to one of the close local high schools. “They say that they make hella good money, too.”
When I eventually got to high school myself, I saw more and more of what Teddy was talking about. It was apparent that places like Abercrombie, Hollister, American Eagle, and even Aeropostale all hired attractive girls and guys for retail. Some even went on to get signed with their agency to model for print ads.
“How do you know kids from Northwest?” Lawrence asked. “You shouldn’t be hanging out with high schoolers yet.”
“Why not?” Teddy asked. “It’s a free country.”
“Because they can be bad influences, and I would know—I’ve had plenty of them. My ‘friends’ were always trying to get me into trouble and do stupid crap.”
“Well, not to worry, pimp. I only hang out with church-goers.” Teddy winked. Everyone snickered. “Plus, they’re not really my friends. They’re my brother’s and all of his friend’s girlfriends.”
“Ahh, now it makes sense. Must be why you have no issues with talking to lifeguards three years older than you.”
“Oh, so you are admitting that I’m good at talking to women?”
“Girls, Teddy. You’re talking to girls. Not women.”

      [image: ]“Lawrence, what’s college like?” I asked.
EJ was sitting in the very back on a bench by himself listening to my Eminem CD, while I was in the seat right in front of him. Lawrence was sitting on the other side of the aisle from me. It was ultimate frisbee week for EJ and me. Marcus was doing Arts and Crafts and Teddy was playing capture the flag. They were on the secondary bus driven by Chrissy.
“Well, that’s a loaded question,” he chuckled. “What do you mean by that?”
“I don’t know. Like, what’s it like living on your own in the dorms? What are college parties like?”
“Man, it’s hard to describe. It’s a whole new world with parties almost every night. Everyone, from all walks of life—from all over the country and even internationally—come together and meet. The last couple of weeks, right before finals, I met these cool dudes from Dubai. They didn’t drink, but had badass Mustangs and Camaros. Oil money. They would always invite me to smoke hookah and chill. So, just stuff like that.”
“Did you smoke the hookah with them?” I asked, my eyes wide.
“Definitely.”
“Kewl.”
“And what about girls? Are they hot?”
He laughed. “First off, they’re not girls—they’re women. And are they hot? Does a bear shit in the woods? Absolutely, they are. Blondes. Brunettes. Redheads, if that’s your fancy. Asian. Mexican. Lebanese. African. I myself am a sucker for blondes. Since we can’t go to the bars—unless we have a fake ID—we go to house parties. I mean, we have parties in the dorms, but you just have to watch out for RAs. They’re basically dorm police.
“But yeah, when KU made it to the Final Four, and ultimately the championship game, the town was wild. Even though we lost in the championship game, parties flooded out into the streets and cops didn’t care. Those were some of the funnest times I’ve ever had.”
I sank lower in my seat and tried to digest it all. “Man, that sounds awesome.” I was in awe of it. I mean, there were plenty of movies and shows that document college life, but I’d never talked to someone who was currently in college.
“It definitely is, but don’t go dreaming about it too much yet. You guys still have high school. That’s fun in its own right.” He looked back at EJ, who was still very much preoccupied by Slim Shady. “You two have a whole life to live, but it goes fast. Cherish this summer, this camp, and cherish your high school years. I wish I could go back to your age—hell, even go back to when I was like eight.”
“But then you wouldn’t have girls.”
“You don’t have to worry about girls at that age. And life isn’t all about them, my man, especially when you’re young. They’re a big part of it as you get older, don’t get me wrong, but there’s so much more to life. You’ll see that one day.”
My immature brain couldn’t wrap my head around that. I was just starting to be interested in the female counterpart, yet Lawrence, a guy with actual life experience, and who could probably have any woman he wanted to, told me that life wasn’t all about them.
Although I brushed it off then, the conversation never left my mind.






  
  
No more folded-over tube socks; it was time to take care of business and hike them up again. No more Chucks; it was time for Kohl’s tennis shoes for better grip in the grass. The game was ultimate frisbee. 
I thrived at it. EJ did, too. It was almost unfair that he and I were on the same team. We both had decent arms to throw, but it was our speed that set us apart from the rest. And to be honest, since two of the Mean Girls, Layla and Sage, were on the opposite team, I enjoyed sticking it to them. I enjoyed EJ's and my unfair advantage.
The game of ultimate frisbee is basically just a mixture of soccer and American football, with a frisbee being used as the ball. You score when a member of your team catches the frisbee in the designated endzone. When one team has possession of the frisbee, they are allowed to pass it in any direction. If the player on their team catches it, that player is allowed to make two steps before having to stop and pass it to another teammate. If they drop the frisbee, a turnover happens and the other team gets the frisbee.
Of course, interceptions by the other team when a frisbee is in mid-flight are absolutely acceptable. That was one part of the game that made EJ and me so dangerous. Our closing speed on a frisbee not passed well, fast enough, or just lofted carelessly up into the air by our opponent, had us creating turnovers left and right.
Since we weren’t allowed to run with the frisbee, EJ and I were able to separate from defenders with ease, and when someone with a strong arm, like Lawrence, would launch it down the field in hopes that either one of us would magically run under it, we would usually do just that.
“Screw it,” I’m sure Lawrence said once or twice. “They’re down there somewhere.”
Even the other team’s fastest guy, Tony, couldn’t get away from us when we were defending him nor keep up when he was defending us.
“This isn’t fair,” Sage whined when we broke for lunch. “EJ and Andy shouldn’t be on the same team.”
“We can switch up teams after lunch,” Sam said. She looked over at me and winked. “I’m sure they would be okay with that.”
It was Sam, Lawrence, and Lester with us this week. Lester didn’t really play much. Well, he played, but he got winded so fast that he would just stand for most of the game. It was only when the frisbee got close to him that he moved around a bit more. Plus, everyone dreaded going close to him for obvious reasons. Whenever he ran in front of you, it was like a crop duster.
When the counselors got into their little pow-wow near the tail end of lunch, Layla, who was sitting close to us with Sage, randomly spoke up.
“Hey Andy and EJ, sorry—”
She was nudged by Sage, who gave her a look like “Don’t do it!” Layla continued anyway.
“I’m sorry about last week at the pool. We didn’t mean to be so harsh on you. Right, Sage?” She looked back at Sage, who rolled her eyes and looked at us.
“I’m sorry, too. It’s just that…you two are easy targets. You literally take everything so seriously.”
“No, we don’t.” It was so quick to come out of my mouth, as if it were rehearsed; I couldn’t stop it.
“See,” Layla pointed out. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”
I went back to slurping my Gogurt in shame.
“Can I give you two a little advice?” Layla asked. She was sincere in her tone and had a soft face. I trusted that she wasn’t setting a trap for us and was actually caring enough to help us out with whatever she was to help us out with.
“You guys—especially you, Andy—are uptight. Like Sage said. Sometimes you just need to let things go. If someone says something outlandish to you, like ‘Andy probably still picks his nose and eats it’ or ‘EJ’s feet reek’ —especially when it isn’t true—instead of being ultra defensive and saying ‘No I don’t!’, lean into the joke. Say something like, ‘Oh yeah, you know it.’ You’d be surprised how much it works. The insult becomes weak. The more you’re defensive, the more you’ll get made fun of.”
I didn’t really know it at the time, but that little bit of advice from Layla was so profound with my growth as a teenager. Those are some rough years. You walk through the fire constantly and have to absorb the heat or let it roll off you, the latter being something that took me a long time to perfect. Actually, I never did perfect it, but I got much better at dealing with the everyday insults and peer pressures surrounding us as pre-teens and early teenagers as we come to grips with life.






  
  
The two buses arrived at Ad Astra pool at the same time. The kids unloaded from both and all started walking in together. EJ and I met up with Marcus and Teddy, who were walking in tandem with none other than Shannon and the new girl. 
Marcus seemed to be smitten by this new girl. She had smooth, mocha skin and slightly curled dark brown hair with platinum highlights, which was up in a high bun. Several of her bangs draped down in front of her light green eyes.
 Her name was Nia. Nia was a model—like, legitimately a model. At thirteen-years-old, her parents—who had moved to the States from South Africa in the early 1980s—got her signed to a reputable modeling agency based in Kansas City. Nia spent most weekends doing gigs around the city, but occasionally would be sent to the East Coast for shoots.
“It burnnnsss!” Shannon jeered yet again. So much for the apology. This time, as she said it, she covered her eyes as if shielding herself from the sun or Superman’s kryptonite. Marcus, Nia, and Teddy looked at me, expecting a reaction.
“Shannon, stop,” Layla said before I could muster something up. “It’s not that bad. They aren’t that bad. EJ and Andy are actually nice—just shy.”
“But baby blue and royal blue?! That’s like the worst combo ever. I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that. Plus Layla, it’s KU gear. I vomit thinking of KU. You know that.”
The rivalry between KU, MU, and KSU is a real one. However, nothing beats that of the MU and KU rivalry. It’s bitter. It’s treacherous. It’s fueled by hatred that spawns all the way back to the Civil War. Thus, when the two teams play each other, either in basketball or football, it is rightfully named after the real-life time period known as “The Border War.” That was until some people changed the name to “The Border Showdown,” but no one truly calls it that. Who Shannon fancied, KSU or MU, I didn’t know. She just hated the crimson and blue birds from Lawrence.
We started walking again to the entrance of the pool and the whole time my mind was racing. Formulations were occurring. When the algebraic problem was solved, I blurted out the answer.
“Hey Shannon.” She turned back to me. Everyone else looked at me. “This time, use the toilet before getting into the pool. I don’t wanna be swimming in your pee like last time.” My heart was thumping out of my chest as I piggybacked—took a layup—off Teddy’s joke from the past week, but it felt great coming off my lips.
Everyone erupted.
“You asshole!” she yelled. “I don’t pee in the pool!” She swung her pool bag at me, but I was too fast; it missed. I started jogging in the opposite direction, a smile on my face. She only chased for a couple of steps before giving up and continued walking with the rest.
The joke sparked secondary jokes, which sparked into tertiary ones, leaving Shannon on the defensive. Part of me felt bad; the other, glorious. But now I could see what Layla was talking about. The more Shannon got on the defensive, the more she was ridiculed. Defensiveness is a magnet for insults.
I truly did have a kind heart and hated confrontation, unless it dealt with sports; I was incredibly competitive there. But when it came to people outside those barriers, all I wanted to do was get along with everyone. I didn’t want to bring them down, unless they brought me down first. I may have done it a little bit in that time frame, from ten to eighteen, but I truly never wanted to throw the metaphorical first punch. Peer pressure will make you, however. 
It was finally starting to feel more like summer. My guess was that all the rain had kick-started the notorious humidity of the Midwest. Of course, the worst of it came at the tail end of July, but the days following any storms, the heat built. And after a hot and sweaty game of Ultimate Frisbee, I was dying for the pool.
Like clockwork, all of the girls meandered slowly into the pool, keeping their hair as dry as possible, while all of the guys did their stupid jumps in.
“How bummed are you that we didn’t go to Sar Ko Par?” Sage teased Teddy when we again gravitated toward each other.
All of the girls around oohed and aahed. All except Shannon, that is. Teddy smiled a cheeky little smile, and his eyes bounced from one girl to the other.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Oh come on, don’t bullshit us,” Layla said. “Your girlfriend is over there.”
“Are you boyfriend and girlfriend with that lifeguard?” I whispered as I stood right beside him.
He turned his head slightly to me, “Nah, but we’ve been talking on AIM.” His smirk never left his face.
“What was that?” Sage asked.
“Oh, nothing,” Teddy mocked. “And she has a name, you know. It’s not just ‘lifeguard.’ It’s Olivia. And no, she’s not my girlfriend.”
“Olivia?” Shannon asked. Her face never faltered from disgust. “Hideous name.”
“Oohhh, someone’s jealous,” Layla teased.
“Oh yeah, you know it.”






  
  [image: ]




  
  
Dad had requested burgers for dinner. Rather than hitting up one of Kansas City’s classics, Fritz’s or Winstead’s, we opted for the good ole summer, backyard grill out. Mom and I, after picking me up from EJ’s after camp, went to the store. 
Although it was midweek, we stocked up on some lunch food for us all. My go to was easy:  either Uncrustables or Lunchables and an assortment of Fritos Lay baggies. Oh, and some sort of Little Debbies treat.
My parents, on the other hand, were regulars at the deli. There, they usually got their olive loaf (to me known as “gross loaf”), potato salad, and coleslaw. It was all gross, to be honest.
“Can you please go get some hand soap and toothpaste? If you need a new toothbrush, grab one.” There was a small line waiting for meat, so my mom sent me to the toiletries section. I was more than happy to do so.
“What kind of toothpaste?”
“A generic brand is fine.”
At that point, the mission was a go. I knew exactly where I was heading first in the toiletries section, and it wasn’t the toothpaste aisle.
I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for, but I’d never been more excited to visit it anyway. Where? The hair aisle.
I was always under the impression that the hair aisle was only for girls. Oh, how wrong I was.
Hairspray. Mousse. Clay. Pomade. Wax.
Clay…in your hair? Wax, too? And mousse…as in chocolate mousse?! What’s wrong with people?
All of it blew my mind. People put some weird crap in their hair, and I was without a doubt going to judge them for it…secretly, of course.
Finally, my eyes landed on the shrine of hair product needs. In a hierarchy similar to that of liquor store shelves (I didn’t know that at the time, of course) was a plethora of different brands of hair gel. Down at the bottom were the store’s generics, while as you worked yourself up, brands like L.A. Looks, Dep, ICE HAIR, Noise, and got2b tried to grab your attention. To do that, most brands had different-colored translucent plastic bottles; you could see the gel and the bubbles inside. It showed what you were buying. I picked up Dep for a second; I saw that it had a number in the top-right of the word. It was like Dep to the fifth power. Below the logo, it then said “level 5,” indicating the level of hold it had. That was new to me.
I put it back and continued shopping.
To the far right, and what looked like an empty slot for a second, I saw a yellow squeeze tube sitting way in the back. Just one. And I wanted it. Don’t ask me why, I don’t know. Supply and demand? Maybe. I just wanted it.
I smelt it. It smelled good. Weird, but good.
Got2b. Glued. 
When I met my mom in the cereal aisle, and while she was distracted, I put it in the cart underneath the freshly grabbed box of Waffle Crisp. That’s when I realized I’d forgotten the soap and toothpaste.
“Be right back.”
“Okay.” She was too concentrated in her own shopping world and to the list in her hand, that she didn’t notice. I rushed back to the toiletries, grabbed the goods, and when I returned to the cereal aisle, placed them in the cart like nothing had happened.
When we finally got to the checkout, I made sure that I was the one to grab the hair gel and put it on the conveyor belt. But, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her make eye contact with it and tilt her head in confusion. With no extra thought, she let it go to get scanned, grabbed by the sacker, and put into a paper bag. 

      [image: ]After dinner, I ran up to my room. I’d smuggled the gel all the way inside, under the nose of the two parentals. It was time to try it out. The directions on the back seemed pretty straightforward:
Use on damp hair. Squeeze a small amount into palms, rub hands together and distribute evenly throughout hair. For over the top spikes, apply to finger tips and pull through hair twisting at the tips.
Up at the top, it said that it was “wind-tunnel tested,” and I thought that was hilarious.
I stuck my head under the running sink in the bathroom, got a light damp in my hair, and then snapped the lid open on the bottom of the tube into the open position. I squirted a palmful into my hand, where I then slapped it onto my head. Grabbing my comb, I started by brushing from the back to the front. Once it all looked good and clean from my cowlick to almost my hairline, I focused on the bangs. Taking the comb, I combed up my forehead to get the front “pop” look. It didn’t work.
In my ignorance, I was expecting it to be an almost instantaneous hold—like seconds. So, when my bangs just fell back down, I attributed it to not having enough in rather than the weight of the gel itself.
I squirted more into the palm of my hand.
With my palm slightly cupped with the goop, I grabbed most of my bangs and squeezed them together, gel squirting in between the gaps of my fingers and some dripping onto my forehead. I did this squeezing process several times, to the point where I briefly had a horn like a unicorn or rhino. I laughed at myself in the mirror, but then noticed that once again, the bangs were falling and not holding up.
Did I get ripped off with some aloe vera-type shitery? This isn’t working.
But right as I thought that, I felt the back of my head near the cowlick. The hair was stiff as frozen bread. 
“What the…”
I was half taken by surprise yet half ecstatic that it was working. So, the process of drying wasn’t instantaneous, but it was pretty quick—minutes. As each second passed, the hardness of my hair was creeping up to the front. I really now had to get my bangs in the right place or else look like a fool.
I took the comb once more and slid it up my now crusting-over forehead (I was losing the ability to arch my eyebrows). It was a nonstop working of the comb to try and hold my bangs in place in the perfect rainbow/arch, as they slowly but surely started to hold in place.
“Shit yeah!”
Oh, man, the smile I had in that mirror was model material. Abercrombie, your poster boy has arrived. All I needed was a little more time in the sun and a puka shell necklace.
By the time they had set completely, those bangs were as sharp as katanas. A master katana-kaji (Japanese swordsmith) from the land of the rising sun could learn a thing or two from the anatomy of my gelled hair.
You needed to stop a cavalry from charging? Use my hair. You needed to harpoon a fish? Use my hair. That stubborn pineapple hard to cut? Use my hair.

      [image: ]“What’d you do to your hair?!” Kaitlyn laughed. Connor burst into hysterics milliseconds after her.
“Shhh!” I looked over my shoulder towards my parents. “I snuck this into the shopping cart—my parents don’t know I have it.”
“Why are you hiding hair gel from your parents?” Connor asked. “You’re acting like it’s drugs or alcohol.” 
“I don’t know. I just am.”
“Whatever, we’re going to EJ’s to hang out—maybe go on a bike ride. You comin’?” Kaitlyn asked.
To wash out the hair gel, or to keep it in? That is the question.
If the two of them here had thought I looked ridiculous, what would the others think? But then again, if I went up and washed out the hair gel and then went outside, Kaitlyn and Connor would know that they’d gotten to me.
It’s always a tough decision when you’re younger—stopping something so as to not get made fun of any further, or wearing it proudly regardless of what others say. I actually think that insecurity truly never leaves.
As I closed the front door after telling them I’d be right out, I put my back against it and took a deep breath. I then reopened it.
“Mom. Dad. I’m going to hang out at EJ’s,” I said as my first foot was out the door.
“Be home when the streetlights come on, please. It’s a camp night,” my mom said. A “camp night” was clearly the same thing as a “school night.”
“K.”
I closed the door behind me and caught up to Kaitlyn and Connor, who’d just gotten on their bikes and were rolling down my driveway.
“Hold up, I’m coming.”
I opened the garage from the keypad outside, grabbed my bike, and rode off into the upcoming dusk.

      [image: ]“I rather like it,” EJ said.
“What are you, Bri-ish?!” Kaitlyn laughed. “And no, you’re wrong. Backstreet Boys and NSYNC were so 1999. It’s a new era. It’s now all about the shaggy, skater hair.”
“Says the person who still wears pigtails like Britney Spears.” Being her brother, Connor had seen things that we wouldn’t otherwise know in public. “I see you looking in the mirror when you think no one is watching.”
Kaitlyn punched him hard in the arm. “Ew, you creep!”
He flinched and shrugged his arm from the hit. “I’m not creeping on you! Gross. I just walk by the bathroom and see you in there. Jeez. Get a life. Stop being a hypocrite.”
“I’m surprised you even know that word.”
Brennan arrived a little later on his Razor, and with his full amount of body armor (protective gear) intact. His knee pads were the professional ones that Tony Hawk and the like would use on the halfpipe. They looked ridiculous on his skinny legs. Much the same with his elbow pads. And his skater-style helmet was almost too big for his head. Like EJ’s, it had a chromed, mirror exterior.
As soon as he got to us, he took everything off and threw it in EJ’s side yard. “This stuff’s so stupid.”
“We’re about ready to leave. You should have just kept those on,” Connor said. “And, you should have brought your bike.”
“Now you tell me. Where are we going, anyway?”
“Not sure. Ask Andy.”
Everyone looked at me. “Why are you asking me? You told me about the bike ride. I figured you had something in mind.”
It’s not like we had a plethora of places to go, especially with the looming streetlights coming on. I was thinking we had forty-five minutes, an hour, tops.
“Run back and get your bike,” I said to Brennan. “We’ll wait for you and decide while you’re gone.”
As we waited, we all sat on the driveway, listening to the night come to life. Crickets were making their cricket-y noises, and the catbird was starting to do its mimicking whistles and clucks. Sometimes it would do the “mew” call that gives it its name.
“Can I have a pop?” Connor asked EJ.
“Sure. What do ya want?”
“Do you have Mr. Pibb?”
“It’s Pibb Extra now. It has been.”
If anyone was a connoisseur at pop, it was Eugene “EJ” Jacobson. He loved the stuff. I mean, we all did, but we peasants only drank it for mere pleasure. EJ was a sommelier. He could list off the twenty-three flavors of Dr. Pepper. He could, with ease, tell the difference between Coke and Pepsi. He could give you their taste profiles down to the pencil shavings. And he sure as hell knew when the name of a pop brand was changed.
“Whatever. Can I have a Pibb?”
“Extra. Pibb…Extra.” EJ rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Anyone else want one?” We all said sure, and he got up and walked into the garage. He came back out with five, one for when Brennan returned. One by one were the audible cracks of the cans opening, then one by one were the audible gulps of the deliciousness going down. EJ one-upped us and burped a roaring burp followed by a very audible “ahhhh.”
After a brief silence, Kaitlyn asked a monumentally important question. “Are we still playing flashlight tag on Friday?”
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Usually, EJ, Marcus, and I wanted to stay at camp for eternity. That case comes true especially during those weekday camp days, where our extracurricular activities were cut drastically short by those damn street lights. Instead, we wished that we’d camped overnight in the park—like a normal camp—and wake up on the grounds to do it all over again. 
But our mindset changed when the weekend came. Even more so when the “Game of All Games” was to be played that evening.
And that Friday feeling. Oh, that Friday afternoon in the summer feeling. There truly is nothing like it in the world, especially at that age. We had freedom through camp during the week—freedom from school, that is—but on weekends in the summer, we had freedom on top of freedom. There was no dread when Sunday came around, having to think about the homework you were cramming in at the last minute of the last hour before you had to go to bed. No, the only dread Sunday night was figuring out what to wear.
The best fifty-five hours lived in those summer weekends.
When EJ’s parents rolled up in their Honda Odyssey, EJ and I rocketed up the concrete path leading from the shelter to the parking lot.
The weather was fantastic—not a cloud in the sky and most likely sitting around eighty-five degrees. On the radio in the van, the forecast had projected that it wouldn’t get much lower than seventy-eight around midnight.
“What station you guys want to listen to?” EJ’s dad asked from the passenger seat. Tim Jacobson was a good man. Through his work, he got free tickets for games all around town. He and his boss would take EJ and me to Indy Races and Chiefs’ and Royals’ games. One time we went to their work office somewhere downtown and played 007 covert-operation-type games on the warehouse side before going to Bryant’s BBQ and said Royals game.
“95.7,” EJ said.
“That alright with you, Andrew?” Tim asked.
“Yup!”
“Happy Friday, everyone,” the Z95 DJ said. He was overly enthusiastic. “We gonna get yo’ weekend rockin’ with some classics from Nelly, Kylie Minogue, Justin Timberlake, 50 Cent, and J.Lo. But first, let’s give it up for the ‘Queen of Hip Hop Soul’ herself, Mary J. Blige. Here’s ‘Family Affair,’ only on your top station for the hottest music, Z95.7.”
I started doing that opposite head nod thing again. Instead of headbanging to something like Linkin Park or Saliva, I was rockin’ with it—groovin’ with it. She’s up there talking about “no hateration,” and “dancery” and I was all for it.
No, it wasn’t the first time I had heard the jam, but each time it made me feel some kind of way.
Now, I had no idea what “perculating” meant, but damn did it sound cool. Was it a bad word? A slightly bad word? If it was, Tim and Susan never reacted to it. They wouldn’t care anyway. Case in point, EJ’s Limp Bizkit CD.
One time, EJ and I were playing in his backyard and talking into a stuffed animal toy he had that recorded and repeated what it heard. And when I say we were talking into it, I mean cussing into it. We would tell it a bad word to repeat, and when it did, we would burst out laughing.
Well, unbeknownst to us, Tim and Susan were in an upstairs window listening to the whole ordeal. They were laughing their asses off as they heard everything we were saying. Eventually, Susan yelled down at us in a sinister voice, “Hey!”
EJ and I about had a heart attack as we threw that stuffed animal clear across the yard and took off running to hide. We had no idea where the voice came from, but we’d been caught in the sinful act of profanity and didn’t want to come out of hiding for fear of being put into pillories until our sins dissolved.
Tim and Susan were in hysterics once again after they gave us a scare of a lifetime.
It had been a tradition since we first started going to camp. Every Friday, when EJ’s parents picked us up, we made two stops on the way back: liquor store for them, and Monticello 66 for us. There, EJ and I would be allowed a candy and a pop. The prior week had clearly been the movie theater, but this week was back to the norm.
Sometimes these trips coincided with a trip to Blockbuster for a movie or a game. Not this Friday, though; they knew what was up. And they were just as thrilled as we were, and for good reason. They were ready to get their libation of choice—Tim was a Busch Light guy, and Susan liked her red wine or Godiva chocolate martini—and watch from the kitchen window or back deck as kids scattered into shadowed nooks and crannies across multiple yards.
“What are you getting?” I asked EJ as we stared at the dozen choices at the drink fountain.
“Surge.”
“Your parents still let you get that?”
“Yeah, why?”
“My parents told me it was like discontinuing or something. It’s supposedly terrible for kids.”
He paused before shrugging his shoulders. “I’m gettin’ it.”
Shit yeah. Me too. Mom and Dad won’t know.
And like that, we had thirty-two ounces of blast-off sauce primed and ready. And completely contradictory to my “hatred” for most fruit-flavored candies, I decided to get Fun Dip again. EJ and I almost always got Fun Dip on these trips. This time around, however, he got Airheads. I guess those are okay, too.






  
  
One of the many universal signs that one of our friends was home was that their garage door was open. It was a welcoming gesture. Not one was that afternoon. Not Colton’s, who was directly across from EJ’s. Not Brennan’s, who was diagonal from mine. Not Connor and Kaitlyn’s, way down yonder. 
The next thing we would look for were bikes littered all in someone’s front yard or driveway. That’s pretty self-explanatory. Like you, “follow the money,” you “follow the bikes.”
There were no signs of bikes, either.
The third way of finding out where our friends were—or if a parent was looking for their son or daughter—was with the help of our neighbor’s young daughter directly across the street. Sarah, the five-year-old daughter of Jed and Corinne, when put in timeout, would be up in her room located directly above the garage. There she would open her window and spy on the whole block below.
On numerous occasions, my dad would come out looking for me while she would be up in her window. And on one particular occasion, she yelled out: “Hi Frank. He’s down at the Browns.” 
“Thank you, Sarah,” my dad yelled back. “What’d you do to get in trouble this time?”
“Nothing. I just…I just…hey. Do you watch Dora the Explorer?”
“I can’t say I do.”
“Oh. Well, it’s a good show.”
And with that, she closed the window and disappeared into her room.
The fourth way of finding where our friends were, and somewhat retired by us due to its low success rate and our upgrading to AIM or landline phones, would be to try out the walkie-talkies. We all had different models, but they all worked more or less on the same frequency. Some worked better than others, while some only picked up truckers talking on their CB radios. A dozen or so times we would try to talk to the Redman chewin’ and coffee-chugging haulers, and we’d laugh at the dumb stuff we said, only to find out that they didn’t hear any of it; it was only a one-way connection.
Lastly, we of course could always go up and ring the doorbell. When I was a still pretty shy nine and ten-year-old, going up to the doors of our neighbors to ask if their son or daughter could play was intimidating as hell. If the parents were to tell me that they weren’t available or that they weren’t home, I’d say “It’s okay” and run off.
With all of these fantastic ways to find your friends, EJ and I gave up after the first two that afternoon. Instead, we took it at face value and went to the basement to kill some time. Surely the crew would eventually start to assemble over here.
“What do ya wanna watch?” EJ asked me, as he slurped on his Surge. By the time we’d driven the five minutes from the gas station to the time we sat down on his couch, we’d each gotten about halfway through our drinks. We waited until we got home to eat our candy, as that was the Jacobson’s rule.
“I don’t know. VH1? MTV?”
“I think TRL is still on.”
And to our surprise, it wasn’t. It was a Friday, which was confusing. TRL was such a cultural phenomenon that everyone knew when and what time it aired: Monday-Friday, 3:30pm Eastern. I had caught it that week when “Girls & Boys” by Good Charlotte was number one, and I was expecting to see it then on that Friday. Nope.
It was around this time that Carson Daly, the iconic host of the show for five years running, was host no longer. Those were sad times. TRL as we knew it back then, was dying. MTV and its music videos as we knew it back then, were dying.
We turned into MTV2, where there was a silver lining: a concert was playing. A “crunk” one.
Although very new to it, I recognized the music. I recognized the artist. I recognized the long dreads, sunglasses, and the constant use of the words “What?!”, “Yeah!”, and “Okay!”.
“Shit yeah, this is Lil Jon! Keep it!” I said. “Marcus burned me a CD with this stuff on it.”
“Who?”
“Lil Jon.”
“Is he like…Lil Bow Wow’s brother?” EJ asked seriously. I wanted to lambast him for the ignorant statement, but hesitated. When the song “In Da Club” came out at the beginning of the year, in all seriousness I asked who “Shawty” was, thinking that was the name of a real girl—50 Cent’s girlfriend or something. I decided to be nice to little ole EJ.
“Nah, just Lil Jon.”
He was still confused. “What about Lil’ Romeo? Is he related to him?”
“No, EJ. He’s just Lil’ Jon. I don’t know. His friends are the Eastside Boyz. That’s all I know.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Oh, well, never heard of—”
Then his attention was ripped to the TV.
As the gas station’s “Crunk Juice” and Fun Dip started to take affect, and as the “Crunk Music” of Lil Jon & the Eastside Boyz, Trillville, Youngbloodz, Ying Yang Twins, and Lil Scrappy seemed to get wilder and wilder, by no time EJ and I were up on the couch jumping up and down, letting our arms flail in all sorts of directions. This concert blew my mind, as it was exactly the same kind of energy you would see at a hard rock, metal, or emo concert.
At a certain point, Pitbull came out. He broke out into an acappella rap before Lil Jon pointed to the DJ and shouted, “Okay!” 
Then the beat dropped.
“Now, let me hear you say what!” Lil Jon yelled out at the crowd, to which they all responded on beat, “Okay!”
“Now, let me hear you say what!”
“Okay!”
“Now, let me hear you say what!”
“Okay!”
EJ and I felt like we were in the crowd with everyone else and started whisper-yelling along with them.
“Now, let me hear you say what!”
“Okay!”
By the last song of the concert, EJ and I were sweating, and the volume on the TV had increased from twenty-five percent to seventy-five. We tried our best to immerse ourselves into the culture of the concert, but in all reality, we could only imagine what it would have been like to be a person in that crowd: shoulder to shoulder with a thousand sweaty bodies, jumping up and down, no cell phones to distract from the moment, and just living through the lens of their own eyes.
Every millennial, no matter what color or creed, has the DNA of Crunk Music in their blood. Even if it’s been dormant for fifteen years, even if you hated it, hearing a Lil Jon song will force it out of you and make you snap yo’ fingers. Tell me I’m lying.
It was everywhere. It was undeniable. It was addictive. There was nothing like it. Mixing elements of hip-hop, punk, metal, and rock, it became a worldwide sensation.
We didn’t hear the doorbell ring, and we didn’t hear one of EJ’s parents walking to the front door. But what we did hear, even amongst the crunk, was someone thundering down the stairs. EJ and I both stopped jumping up and down, but still panting, and looked over. Brennan appeared around the corner.
“Look what I got!” Brennan shouted over the crunk music. 
“What?!” I asked, before I realized what I’d just done.
“Okay!” EJ yelled in response.
“What?!” Brennan halted and tilted his head like a dog. I knew it was coming again.
“Okay!” EJ was having a blast with those three wise words of Lil Jon, but “Okay!” was his favorite.
“Shut up, EJ! Mute it!” When he muted both himself and the TV—EJ was living dangerously, as he kept the volume high when he muted it—I looked back at Brennan, and in a much calmer voice, I asked, “What’s up?”
“Look what I got!”
EJ and I both looked at a white rectangular electronic device in his hand. For the size of a human that he was, hugging the older part of ten, the object was rather big in his hand. And coming out via a white cord was a pair of white earbuds, one for each ear.
“What is that?” EJ asked.
“It’s an iPod.”
“A what?”
“An iPod.”
“What does it do?” I asked.
“Plays music, duh.”
The MP3 player. We were just getting started on CDs when technology decided to throw yet another device at us. Right before the turn of the century, there were these miniature cassette-type things called Hit Clips. They were about the size of the iPod Shuffle, which, of course, came out way later. But what you would do was, for instance, take a specialized miniature cassette of something like “All Star” by Smash Mouth, slide it into the small slot like you would a regular cassette player or VHS, and press the small button on the bottom right. With earbuds in, you would get a whole minute of “Bye Bye Bye,” “Oops!...I Did It Again,” or “Backstreet’s Back.”
These things were essentially lost to the wind, as they were pretty useless. Who only wants to listen to a minute of their favorite boy band? But many out there claim that this was the ever-important bridge from CD to MP3 players. It was the start of a revolution.
So, when Brennan showcased his innovative and sleek and futuristic-looking iPod, complete with the groundbreaking, second iteration of the touch-sensitive scroll wheel (third generation overall), my first thought ran back to those Hit Clips, which both Colton and EJ had. 
“What do you mean? Does it take like a small CD or something?” EJ asked.
“No, my brother has something like that,” I said. “He let me borrow it once. He called it a mini disk player. This isn’t that.”
“You plug it into the computer. Then you drag music onto it,” Brennan told us, but his direction was mostly towards EJ. He was the more intrigued one.
“So, what? It hold like ten or twenty songs?”
“Two thousand.”
“Two thousand?!” EJ and I shouted in unison.
“Yup.” Brennan was so proud of himself for the revolution he held in his hand. 
EJ and I had no idea the sheer scale of the Apple iPod. I think my brother’s mini disk player held like fifty songs on one disk or something like that. Have two or three of those disks, and you’re set for a while. But two thousand songs?! That could hold the entire discography of Johnny Cash (fifteen-hundred or so songs) and still have room left over for all of The Beatles and Pink Floyd.
EJ wanted one…badly. Hell, I wanted one. But it wasn’t at the top of my list; Shox came first. Plus, I loved CDs. I was new to that world, and the art of burning them was all the rage. I didn’t want to bail ship so soon. However, the mere thought of escaping the need to store hundreds of CDs, and lugging the clunky Walkman around, and the skipping tracks, and having the ability to download songs directly from Limewire or Kazaa and drag them to your iPod, was bliss upon the world.
 Conflicted, I was.
“Here, I’ll show you.” Brennan came over to the couch, and we sat down on either side of him. I took a slug of my Surge, which was nearing empty—only nugget ice remained—and wiped the small bit of sweat forming under my eyes; as much as science tells us that heat rises, that basement was toasty after our crunk fest.
“You can choose from different folders—playlists, artists, and songs. I usually just go to songs.”
For those living under a rock or who are “Gen Z Superstars,” after the first generation, and before the iPod Touch, all iPods had a small screen on it with the aforementioned touch-sensitive scroll wheel below it. As each generation improved with the buttons and their placement, the touch wheel stayed constant.
Brennan used this touch wheel and, with the lightest touch, moved his thumb around it in a clockwise direction. I could hear the subtle clicks that the iPod was making internally as the highlighted bar moved down from Playlists, past Artists, and onto Songs. Brennan clicked the button in the middle of the scroll wheel, and a new page formed via a swipe to the left.
“When you find a song that you like, all you have to do is click the middle button.” He clicked on a song that was titled “Iris.” Although I didn’t recognize the title, I absolutely recognized the intro acoustic guitar riff. 
Apparently, so did EJ. He immediately took one of the earbuds and put it up to his ear. After two seconds of listening, he put it back down. “Is this that wimp rock crap? This song sucks.”
Brennan didn’t say anything. Body language told me he liked the song.
“I mean, I like this song,” I said as I reached over and grabbed the earbud from EJ and put it in my ear. My monotone voice turned into a tone deaf one as I tried to sing the first line with all seriousness. My puberty made my voice crack in the process. Both of them looked at me in shock and started laughing.
“What was that?! That was horrible!” EJ said.
“Yeah, don’t do that again,” Brennan seconded.
Embarrassed, I did what I did best: change the subject.
“Yo, I brought over the hair gel. You guys wanna try it?”
This got their attention in a good way.
“You do?” EJ asked.
“I do, what?”
“Have the hair gel?”
“I just said I did.”
“Cool. Let’s do it.”
All three of us ran all the way upstairs to the third floor and into EJ’s bathroom. Even with the thundering of our feet up the stairs, EJ’s parents gave us no never mind. I’m sure they were pregaming for the “Game of All Games.” If any city in the nation knows how to pregame and tailgate, it’s us in Chiefs Kingdom. 
Once in the bathroom, I told EJ to grab a comb. From there, I went over the instructions. “It dries super fast. You just have to work it until it sets up. Don’t, I repeat, don’t, add more. Here, watch me.”
Just like I’d done two nights prior, I dampened my hair, squirted the goo into my hand, then rubbed it all the way through. When it was evenly distributed, I took the comb and brushed it through straight forward, then popped my bangs up straight. I did the motion several times before it finally started to set.
EJ and Brennan followed suit. When all was said and done, we all looked at each other in the mirror and smiled. 






  
  
The sun was gone, but the orange glow still shimmered on the western horizon. Mosquitos were coming out. The random lightning bug would pop up from time to time, but it was still early in the season; the masses of them wouldn’t be showing their glowing butts until the end of the month as it got hotter. 
And the soundtrack of the early evening was of the Scottish Highlands sweeping over the neighborhood.
“It’s the bagpiper,” Connor said with a smile, as we all looked in the direction from which it came. The man who played it sat in the cul-de-sac directly behind, and up the hill from Brennan’s house.
“My parents love sitting outside on our back deck when he plays,” Brennan said. He was also smiling.
The summer before, my parents, my uncles, and I hopped over “the pond” and visited the lush landscape of Scotland, as that’s where most of our ancestry lies. It’s a beautifully marvelous country, with people as kind and welcoming as any, despite their almost impossible-to-understand English.
The bagpiper up on the hill playing “Scotland The Brave” and “Auld Lang Syne” briefly transported me back. The feeling was short-lived, however, when I saw the silhouette of EJ and Brennan’s spiked bangs against the orange sky.
I couldn’t help but laugh.

      [image: ]“Hurry up!” Colton was getting frustrated. His sister, Krista, said she was going to play and even told Colton to tell us to wait for her. She was taking her damn sweet time. “She’s talking on the phone with some stupid guy.”
Colton and I were at the front door of his house yelling upstairs, while the rest of the crew was waiting in EJ’s driveway.
“Tell her to hurry up!” Connor yelled from across the street.
“I’m trying!” Colton yelled back.
“Colton!” Colton’s mom snapped as she came up from the basement with a scour on her face. “Stop yelling. Your dad and I are trying to watch a movie. Go outside!”
“But Krista’s holding us up! She said for us to wait for her, but she’s on the phone with some dunce from school.”
“Well, go up and knock on her door then.”
“Ugh.”
Colton was about ready to head up the stairs when Krista turned the corner from the top. “Jesus, Colton. What’s your problem?”
“What’s my problem? We’ve been waiting for you for like twenty minutes!”
“God, you’re so annoying. Let’s go.”
“Yeah, well, you’re ugly.”
Luckily for EJ and my sake, the Surge had worn off. This was in part due to the Domino’s Pizza that EJ’s parents ordered for us. A large Pepperoni Feast pizza, an order of breadsticks with garlic sauce for dipping, a two-liter of root beer, and the best thing on the face of this earth: the newly released Domino’s Dots—dough balls covered with butter and cinnamon and sugar that came free with the purchase of the pizza—were all perfect for soaking up the jitters. Jitters and crunkness don’t mesh well when trying to hide by staying still in the shadows. I’d be crawling out of my skin. 
For a while there, Brennan, EJ, and I  lay comatose on the couches, watching the randomness that MTV, VH1, Cartoon Network, and Spike TV had to offer. One by one, the rest of the crew on the street had come over to EJ’s before we eventually left to go on a bike ride around the neighborhood as the sun was lowering, before returning to EJ’s driveway to watch it set.
The rules of flashlight tag were simple. The person with the flashlight was “it” and had to count to sixty while everyone else hid. They would then walk around with the flashlight—it was up to them when they turned it on, as they could sneak around with it off—and in order to tag someone, they had to shine the light on them and yell “Got ya!” or “You’re it!”
The flashlight we had was a lousy one that was powered by a D battery and barely shone a hundred feet. This was purposeful, as we wanted the person who was it to be as close to the person getting tagged as possible. It just wouldn’t be fair if someone was three hundred feet away and had the light shine on them. Hell, the sound of the person yelling “You’re it” from that distance wouldn’t reach the person until three business days later. By that point, that person would be in Cabo sipping on the mocktail equivalent of a Miami Vice.
To justify my case further, in a simple game of tag, you literally have to touch someone in order to be it.
Lastly, there was home base: EJ’s driveway. As someone out on the run trying to evade the light, if you got to EJ’s driveway without being seen, you were safe until the next round. 
It was the whole crew: me, EJ, Kaitlyn, Connor, Brennan, Colton, and Krista. We all wore as much black as possible. Some wore pants, others just wore shorts. We all passed around the bug spray, as places like under decks and out in the soybean field were littered with blood-sucking burglars. 
“Alright, ladies and gents. As we all know, it’s Friday the thirteenth. If you look up towards the sky, you can see that it’s basically a full moon.” Indeed it was. It was in its “Waxing Gibbous” stage, with the illuminated surface of the moon being around ninety-nine percent. I’d read that in the paper that morning. “Somewhere out there, Jason is lingering. Somewhere out there, Michael Myers is stalking. Somewhere out there—”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Shut your pie hole and get on with it,” Colton interrupted. “What are the rules?”
A couple of them chuckled. I didn’t find it funny. “You’re an asshole,” I said. “I was trying to set the mood.”
I personally found the history of Friday the thirteenth to be rather interesting. In religion class, we’d learned that it potentially dated back all the way to Adam and Eve and the forbidden fruit. Supposedly, it was on a Friday the thirteenth. Then, fast forwarding to Jesus’s time and The Last Supper, the unlucky and thirteenth invitation to the betrayer, Judas, ultimately led to the crucifixion and death of Jesus. Then, fast-forwarding once again, seeing that they were gaining too much power, the infamous Knights Templar were all betrayed by King Philip IV of France and Pope Clement V. In the early morning of October the thirteenth, 1307, dozens of Templars were arrested and convicted of worshipping false gods, fraud, spitting on the cross, and much more. They were all tortured until the point of confession.
So, maybe it was best that Colton cut me off, for my rambling could have led to a depressing story.
“Anyways, whatever. We can’t go past my house and—”
“Tell us!” Connor ordered.
“No, Colton ruined it. So, can I explain the rules or not?” I glared at everyone. Even Colton, the one who was bound to interrupt again, stayed silent. “Okay. Let me try this again. We can’t go past my house and we can’t cross the street. We can go all the way down the street towards the school, but we can’t go in the backyards of those with fences except mine.“ The house between EJ and me had a six-foot privacy fence at this point, unlike our meeting five years prior with the Fruit by the Foot. But the house directly on the other side (west side) of his did not. From there to the end of the street (three more houses continuing west), two houses had privacy fences, and the last house was still vacant. “And you can go back into the soybean field—just don’t get eaten by a coyote.” I paused for a second, and my brain awarded me an insult. “Actually, Colton, you can go as far out as you want.”
Before the subdivision grew with more and more development, coyotes were everywhere around that field. When a train would pass at night, way off in the distance, and blow its horn, a half-dozen or more would howl and yip to it as if singing along. On an almost full moon as it was that night, it wouldn’t have surprised me if packs were all out on the hunt.
“Who’s gonna be it first?” Brennan asked. I could tell he didn’t want to. I can understand why. On the psychological side of things, it can be thrilling either way you look at it. For one, hiding from someone or something that wants to get you is terrifying in its own right. On the flip side, if you’re searching for someone or something that can see you but you can’t see them, that adds to heightened suspense. My guess is that Brennan felt as if someone was going to jump out and scare him if he were it.
“I will,” I volunteered. I had another pause when another rule came to my mind. “Oh, almost forgot. You can’t hide on the sides of EJ’s house—that’s cheating.”
“What do you mean, cheating?” Connor asked.
“I mean, that you could easily be hiding to one side of the garage, and as soon as I go around the other way, you just run up here to the driveway really quick. That’s cheating.”
“Who made up that rule?”
“I don’t know, Morpheus? Gandhi? Eiffel 65? The rule stands.”
“It’s a stupid rule,” Krista chimed in. I could tell she was already annoyed with us all. She rarely hung out with us as is, as we were all grade schoolers in her eyes. She was no longer.
“Yeah, well, take that up with the president.”
“If you don’t want to play, then go home!” Colton snapped, pointing to their house. “You made us wait for your ass already.”
“I’ll freakin’ play, jeez. I just think it’s a stupid rule.”
“Alright, enough of this,” I barked. “Sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight, fifty-seven…”
I closed my eyes to the sound of shoes scurrying off into the grass in every direction. Then it was silent. I brought my voice back down to a small whisper before mouthing the words, my saliva sticking and smacking my lips as I did so.
Which way should I start? I thought.
There was much more real estate going directly to the end of the street—four houses as opposed to two houses, including mine, in the other direction. But if I went directly down toward the end of the street in front of all the houses, surely there would be at least one person cheating and hovering close to the driveway from the other side.
My mind was playing tricks on me—rustles in the bushes nearby, a whistle floating in the air. I was trying my best not to peek, but rather keep my now open-eyed gaze straight to the ground.
They’ll never know I looked around. Just look.
Part of me started to turn my head to the left, down towards the end of the street, but I caught myself.
It would be dumb for them to hide in the front yards. I’m sure someone’s under the deck. I’m sure someone’s in the field. I’m sure there are people hugging the fence line on the back.
When I finally got down to ten, I started yelling numbers again. “Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven! Six! Five! Four! Three! Two! One! Ready or not, here I come!”
Silence. Just the ever-so-soft wind.
I didn’t take off in a sprint, as that just seemed stupid. I was the hunter, and just like the prey, I must be quiet and patient. I turned in the direction of my house, but instead, went down the blacked-out side of EJ’s house, heading into his backyard.
Halfway down, I checked around the air conditioner unit, keeping the flashlight off. The air conditioner was also off, but at any moment you could expect it to shake, buzz, and whirl on. That could be a help or a hindrance—it would all depend.
No one was behind it.
After the A/C, I pushed myself up against the house as I crept down to the corner, each step in the grass with my Chucks as soft as I could make them. The idea I had for the corner of the house was to look into the backyard to see if any shadows were still running around. It would be foolish of them to do so at this point, but foolishness is in the dictionary for a reason.
I hit the gutter. I freakin’ hit the gutter.
While I was trying my absolute damndest to be quiet on the side of the house, when I got to that damned corner, I hit that damned gutter, which in turn echoed like Pippin, the well, and the skeleton in Fellowship of the Ring. “Fool of a Took!”
I flattened myself up against the side of the house completely and looked straight ahead. I stayed there a second. Still. Not moving. I listened intently to the backyard; if anyone had gotten spooked, they would surely be running right now, and I could catch them. But that wasn’t the case.
After about fifteen seconds, and when I believed I was in the clear, I turned my head to the right and, making sure not to touch the gutter again, I peeked slowly around the corner.
The nearly full moon illuminated the backyard as well as most of the soybean field behind. It wasn’t until you got about fifty yards back in the field that it turned to black. EJ’s parents had turned off most of the lights in the house, so the big kitchen windows weren’t broadcasting the inside light.
I turned the corner and brushed my back up against the back side of the house as I moved closer to their deck, underneath it being a prime hiding place. It was about five feet from the ground to the joists. Not much lay under there: dirt, some tools, and some of EJ’s old toys.
I heard whispering. It was close.
No way two people are hiding together. That would be so stupid.
I stopped. My heart was thudding.
I swept my vision across the yard. Nothing.
For a moment, it was silent, then I heard it again, followed by a small chuckle. It was coming from on the deck.
Oh, for crying out loud. It’s Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson. 
I had been so crunked earlier, and so much time had elapsed since their pregaming had started, that I’d completely forgotten how they loved to be spectators with color commentary. But were they harboring a fugitive? Did they know that someone was close? They had to know something I didn’t, right?
When I got underneath the deck, and in order to catch someone hiding in the corner, I turned on my flashlight. Nothing but the aforementioned odds and ends.
It got quiet on the top of the deck. They had surely just seen the light and were waiting in heightened anticipation for action.
Just then, out of the corner of my left eye, I saw an object dart behind the back fences heading west. I flipped off the light and took off after it. Unless it was EJ, I was sure I would close the distance fast.
It took me three seconds to get from the deck, through the next-door neighbor’s yard, and to the corner of the fence of the next yard. It probably would have been faster if it weren’t for my spiked-up bangs—too much anti-aerodynamics. Got2b wasn’t lying when they said they tested it in a tunnel, because it hadn’t moved at all.
Right when I got to the corner of the fence, I flicked on the switch and beamed it down the fence line while still running at full speed.
Nothing.
Son of a biscuit.
It had to have been EJ. I kept running anyway, although I knew that if it were him, he had probably already turned the corner at the end of the fence line and was basically to the front yard of the last house on the block. 
When I got to the corner myself, I stopped. I controlled my breathing, which had started to pick up drastically with the immediate jolt into action. And just like with the gutter corner, I peered around slowly with just a portion of my head. Nothing.
Shitbiscuits!
I was at a crossroads. I felt that if I were to continue to the front yard of this house, everyone behind me would start running to the front yards and ultimately to EJ’s driveway. I had to protect the driveway; staying in closer proximity to it was key. I turned and bolted back.
Instead of staying in EJ and his neighbor’s backyard, I kept going east and shone the flashlight toward my house. From EJ’s yard, where the grass met the dirt of the field, I could barely reach it. When I got to the edge of the privacy fence of our neighbors between EJ’s and mine, I again peered slowly around the corner, over my four-foot fence.
I noticed something move on the far, right side of my deck—diagonal from where I was.
Unlike the Jacobson’s, our deck was low to the ground, built by my uncle and my dad. That’s where the movement was. Whoever it was was most likely Army crawling. 
With no time to spare for fear of them seeing me and running, I clicked the flashlight off, put it in my pocket, and hopped my fence. Taking it immediately back out, like an owl in its midnight silence, I floated across my backyard and was on the person in no time. At the last second, there was a small scuffle in retreat, but it was too late.
I clicked the flashlight on just as Kaitlyn had gotten up to try and open my gate to the front yard.
“Gotcha,” I said, slightly out of breath.
“Dammit!” She let out a huge sigh simultaneously as she arched her head back to the sky. “I thought I heard someone hop the fence, but wasn’t sure.”
We walked back to EJ’s driveway, where EJ, Brennan, and Krista were.
“Game’s over! Connor and Colton! Come on!” I yelled. In a normal voice, I asked, “Who was it that was along the fence line going down to the end of the street? I saw someone out of the corner of my eye.”
“Me,” EJ said with a smile.
“I thought so.”
“My hiding place was really good,” Brennan said, also with a huge smile. He was proud of himself, not only for the hiding spot, but also because he’d made it to the driveway first without being seen. He was eager to get right back to where he was.
A minute later, Colton and Connor came back up.
“Please tell me you got Krista, Andy,” Colton said.
“Not a chance. I’m much better at this game than you,” she said. You could tell that that really grinded the gears of Colton, as his face started to turn red.
“Krista, there’s not a thing in this world you’re better at than me.”
“I got Kaitlyn,” I interjected, hoping to stop the bickering of the siblings. But that only made the other pair of brothers and sisters get after it.
“You got got?!” Connor burst out in the direction of Kaitlyn. “Hah! Sucks to suck, nerd!”
Everyone started laughing.
“Piss off. I’m coming for you now.” Her face turned serious. “Anybody need a drink?”
A nice sip of lemon-lime Gatorade sounded fantastic to me. Clearly, it wasn’t only on my mind, either. EJ spoke up. “As a matter of fact—”
“Too bad. Sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight, fifty-seven…”
No rest for the wicked. We scattered like roaches, down the side yard and into the moonlight.






  
  
Being on the other side of the game, I was mad at the moonlight. The ninety-nine percent ruined so many great places as it spotlighted every little nook and cranny. 
I was running with no clear aim. When I got to the line where grass met dirt, I stopped for a second. I looked left toward my house as I saw Connor and Colton head that way. If there was any chance for me to use my house to my advantage—I clearly knew it well—that was over. We three would be in way too close proximity to each other. I was sure one of them was going to hide behind my playhouse that my dad built, which became his storage shed. Great hiding place.
I took a right.
Down the privacy fence line I went once again, following the path where I’d briefly chased EJ. My blond bangs were still solid as a rock as I cruised at about eighty percent of my full speed.
When I got to the last house on the block, where the fences ended, I continued on the very far side of the house—the border of the territory in which we could play. I was where 45th Street created the T-intersection. I ran in front of the newly built house with no occupants, and across the driveway, back to the second-to-last house. There, I briefly hid behind a bush to the right of the garage. It was a rather large bush, most likely having been transplanted around that size; it was a young neighborhood, with the tallest greenery being only five-year-old trees.
The bush was too prickly; I only stayed for a minute. I retreated into the slim side yards—maybe ten feet from house to house—where I was presented with two more hiding options, the first not incredibly ideal. 
Air conditioner. I can hide behind that.
But unlike the tall units that most of us up the street had, this was a short and stout thing. I would have to really ball up and hope that the shadow covered me, and a flashlight wasn’t shone in that direction. I went over there to test out my theory.
Yeah, maybe not.
But a little bit beyond that, close to the backyard, was the winner: a basement window well. Where the air conditioner had failed in size, the window well made up for it. The window well at my house was small, and maybe only two or three feet deep. This was easily five. I hopped down into the black with a crash onto pumice stones at the bottom just as a cool, northerly breeze ripped between the narrow corridor of the houses. On it was a faint yet very recognizable voice.
“Ready or not, here I come!” Kaitlyn had a voice on her, that’s for sure. She had probably yelled it ten seconds earlier, but it was just now reaching me.
I sank down to a crouch and pushed myself up against the galvanized steel and away from the window as best as I could.
Just then, I heard running footsteps on what must have been the driveway. Then they got muffled as they hit the grass. I flattened myself further against the steel.
No way she came straight here! Or is that someone else hiding?
My heart started to thump as the footsteps slowed as they got closer to me. The fear that was now ripping through my head was the large pumice stones under my feet; any shift of weight on my part would give away my position. What a waste of a fantastic hiding place.
The footsteps continued on past and into the backyard, where they de-crescendoed into nothing. I let out a deep breath and sank further down. I decided to sit rather than crouch, the pumice stones making the noise I knew they would—audible crackling.
Must have been Colton or somebody, I thought, unaware of the dire scenario I truly found myself in.
They started to come back.
They stopped.
Ten feet away.
They started moving towards what I guessed was the middle of the backyard, but it wasn’t long until they came back.
Five feet away.
“What the…?” It was a familiar voice in a hushed tone that the infamous “F-word” was attached to. I didn’t want to believe that it was true, that it was indeed who I thought it was. My eyes widened like dinner plates, and my palms turned clammy. All around me, with each crunch of grass, I thought it was going to be my last.
He’s going to look here next. I’m so screwed, I’m so freakin’ screwed. 
The footsteps again retreated to the backyard, where they stopped. 
“Dammit, Andy! I know you’re here somewhere! I just saw your ass!” Phoenix howled. “Come out and face me like a man!”
I could only imagine that he was illuminated in moonlight, head tilted up, like the wolf that he was. He had been trapped in his den ever since our coming to blows and was now ready to feast. There were even rumors that during his time in “The 45th Street Penitentiary,” he’d given himself homemade tattoos and smoked cigarettes. That was a terrifying visual. 
I had forgotten what Carlos had said a week prior: “Two days until he beats your ass.” The K-9 had been released for five full days, yet I had managed to evade him…until now.
“Come out, come out wherever you are,” he taunted. “I know where your little friend is. If you don’t come out now, I’m gonna grab him.”
Who? My little friend?
Was it code? Was he truly talking about one of my friends, or was he just making it up to get me out of my hiding spot?
Several more seconds passed.
“Okay, you asked for it.”
From the sound of it, he was moving to the far side of the house, close to the street and the T-intersection. I took this as my chance. As quietly as I could, with every crunch of pumice underneath, I crawled myself out of the well, heart thumping and hands slipping, and pressed myself up against the side of the house.
I inched closer to the backyard.
I peaked around the corner slowly, fully expecting him to be right there, his ugly face and ugly smile with a balled up fist coming straight for my bigger-than-average nose.
But he wasn’t.
I looked behind me towards the front.
Nothing.
I took off in a dead sprint towards the soybean field.
My breathing was labored, although I was in great shape, and the semi-cool air iced my lungs as the wind blew by me. When I was past the two fenced houses, I looked back to see if he’d seen me and was in hot pursuit. He wasn’t. The dumbass had no chance with this ninja.
Now, I ran from him, yes. But I wasn’t going to go home and hide; if he learned I did that, I would never have the respect of my friends again. Hell, I would never have the respect of the neighborhood again. Word would get around to all of the kids that I ran away and hid like a coward. Word would eventually spread to Monica Schneider, and it would be over before it even began.
Instead, after briefly debating on going under EJ’s deck, I went up his side yard, past the rumbling air conditioner, and to the corner, where the darkness of the side yard met the illuminated driveway.
I peeked around.
No one.
This surprised me. I truly expected Brennan to be there, sitting criss-cross apple sauce, smiling. Even when I went into the light of the driveway, I called into the darkened garage just in case someone was hiding in there. “Hello?”
No answer.
A minute passed. No movement looking both down the street towards Phoenix’s house, nor towards mine. No sound. A trickle of sweat rolled down my temple and onto my cheek before I wiped it away. My heart rate and breathing had settled, though.
Another minute passed when EJ, followed by Connor, ripped around the other corner of the house and onto the driveway. Both were sucking air, hands on their knees. They both started laughing.
“How’d she not…see you?” EJ asked. 
“Idunno….she’s dumb.”
A minute later, Krista appeared. Then another minute, Colton.
Any second now, I thought.
A creeping fear was starting in my mind. I could still hear his voice so vividly: “I know where your little friend is.” As each minute passed with no sign of Brennan, my concern grew. My guilt grew. Was it justified yet? No, not really. He could still be hiding in what he claimed was an impossible-to-find hiding place. But like everyone else, he loved being the first one back. It didn’t make sense, and it didn’t sit well with me.
There was rustling on the side of the house, and it was getting closer. It wasn’t moving fast, so it was either just Kaitlyn coming to the front or it was both of them, Kaitlyn victorious in finding the little human. I felt a surge of happiness, as I was certain of the latter. Not that he had been caught, necessarily—I wanted him to always be victorious in his hiding spot—but rather that he was indeed fine.
But my worst fear was confirmed. It was just Kaitlyn.
She looked around at everyone staring at her, seeing who was missing. “Damn. So, just Brennan, huh?” She took in a deep breath, let it out with exaggeration, and started toward the end of the street and the T-Intersection. She didn’t get far, however. 
Walking up the sidewalk, with shoulders hunched over, was a short figure, unmistakably Brennan. When he walked under the sole streetlight, about half the distance from EJ’s to the end of the street, I could see the sorrow in his eyes. In a matter of three to five seconds, he disappeared into the black again, out of the streetlight’s reach. He didn’t hit light again until he got to the driveway. Only then did I realize just how sorrowful he was.
He wasn’t wearing his glasses anymore—they were broken in his right hand—and his face was pink from all the crying. He was still crying. No, he was sobbing. “H-he suh-suh-slapped me.” He could barely breathe while relaying it to us.
“Who did?” EJ asked.
“Ph-Ph-Phoenix.”
The premature guilt that I had was now justified; I felt horrible. I felt like I’d abandoned him. I did abandon him. At any moment, I could have popped out of my hiding place to confront Phoenix. Instead, I hid like a coward.
Colton shot a glance right towards his sister. Telepathy. Although not twins like Connor and Kaitlyn, Colton just knew it. “Wait a second. Was that Phoenix you were on the phone with?!”
No answer. We all looked at her. Her face told all.
“Are you serious?!” Colton yelled louder this time. “You invited him to play?!”
“No, I didn’t invite him!” Krista fired back. “I just told him that we were gonna play flashlight tag. It’s not that big of a deal!”
“Not that big of a deal?! Look at him!” Connor shouted, holding out his arm toward Brennan.
“Shut it, Connor!” she snapped back. That was all it took. She was a hockey player and would kick his ass. That didn’t stop Colton, however.
“What did I tell you last time?!” Colton was turning red, like a Carolina Reaper. “They all hate us, yet you invited them anyway. There was a fight. Didn’t you learn anything from that?! God, you’re so dumb!”
“I told you, I didn’t invite him tonight! All I said was I was gonna play flashlight tag with you and your stupid ass friends.” She looked at Kaitlyn and slightly retracted her statement. “Kaitlyn is fine, but the rest of you suck. Whatever, I’m out. Don’t talk to me when you get back home.” She started walking, and then stopped and turned back around to Colton. “In fact, don’t talk to me ever.”
“Like I’d want to!”
Krista turned around again and continued down the slanted driveway and across the street. After she went through the front door, she slammed it behind her.
“God, I hate her,” Colton said. 
During all of this, EJ and I had gone up to Brennan and put our arms around him, inspecting him. That’s when I indeed noticed his left cheek. It was red with a very visible handprint on it. The force of the slap was the clear deciding factor in the glasses getting knocked off and broken. Although it was hard to gather in between heaves, I guess Phoenix had also grabbed him by both arms, and in a low voice, said, “If you don’t tell Andy to face me like a man, it will be much worse than a slap that you get next time. Capeesh?”
We led Brennan up to the garage, where EJ asked if he wanted something to drink. “Capri Sun or Kool-Aid Burst?”
“K-K-K-Koolaid-B-B-B-Burst.” Brennan inhaled a long sniff to stop his running nose. I grabbed one of EJ’s lawn chairs and opened it for him, where he sat down.
It dawned on me then, something important. “Brennan, where’s your iPod?” It took a second to capture his absolute attention. I asked again. “Brennan, where’s your iPod?”
My fear was that he had had it on him, and in the scuffle, Phoenix took it, something that shitmaggot would do.
“I-i-inside.” He pointed his finger back behind him towards the door leading into EJ’s house. A sigh of relief.
After a small talk amongst themselves, Colton, Connor, and Kaitlyn came walking up to the garage.
“We have to do something,” Colton said.
“Like what?” EJ asked. “We can’t just go banging on his door at midnight.”
“The hell we can’t! He just slapped Brennan in the face! He called out Andy for a fight. Are we just gonna let him get away with this?”
“It can wait until tomorrow, Colton.” Kaitlyn was trying to be the voice of reason again.
“No, it can’t! Let’s get him back right now. Revenge is best served instantly.”
“It’s a bad idea.” She was firm in tone.
“Andy, please tell me you’re not listening to them.” Colton was begging for my help; I could see the pleading in his eyes. And what a perfect moment that would be, too. Not only would we call him out for bullying and slapping Brennan, but then he would hopefully be grounded once again, maybe even double this time. Maybe even for the rest of the summer.
But I didn’t do a damn thing. I just shrugged and went back to tending Brennan, marinating in my guilt and mentioning nothing about how I could have stopped it. The anger that coursed through me, although strong, wasn’t high enough for me to brave it.
“Seriously?! You, too?! He called you out! He beat up your friend! You’re just gonna stand here and take it?”
I didn’t answer.
“Unbelievable.”
He didn’t even ask EJ, as I’m sure he was already expecting the same answer. He mumbled something to himself and started walking down towards Phoenix’s. No one followed. Silence fell over again, all except the sniffles and slurps coming from Brennan; he was loving the Kool-Aid Burst.
Not more than a minute later, Colton came back up, bailing on his confrontation. “You guys suck.” And with that, he walked across the street, opened his front door, and slammed it behind him.

      [image: ]That night, I dreamt that I was in prison and had no idea why. I was walking around trying to find the guy who would tell me my sentence and time in “the box,” but couldn’t find him. I ended up in the prison cafeteria, where Monica Schneider secretly gave me a walkie-talkie. I was to use it, as she so bluntly put it, “when the time is right.”
Out of nowhere, Leonardo DiCaprio sat down with us. He was clairvoyant and read our minds and such. He called out Zoe Saldana for being an undercover FBI agent as she donned her cheerleading outfit from Drumline.
And, if the dream didn’t already make any sense, it only got worse; the hobbits and Aragon came in to sit with us. Aragon was mad because I hadn’t finished my essay on “What is a Knight?” And because he is the last person I wanted to disappoint, I went up to my cell to start writing.
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“This Phoenix guy is a jerk,” the elderly woman says. “My brother would have put him in his place.” 
“Hell yeah, he would’ve,” the old man replies. “I would’ve, too.”
I can tell the old man was a scrapper back in the day; he still has some muscle. So when he says that, I smile, knowing he’s probably telling the truth. If only these several generations didn’t exist between us.
We’d been out in the front driveway for about an hour. During that time, several kids had ridden by on their bikes. Another person had driven by, windows down, listening to “Barefoot Blue Jean Night” by Jake Owen. That song reminds me of college and Natty Lights.
The couple had given me a Lost Trail Root Beer, and it was going down ever so smoothly. Deliciousness.
The woman has her root beer in both hands, resting between her legs. She’s thinking. After a time, she takes a breath in and says, “And poor little Brennan. He didn’t deserve that. I do hope that he told his parents what happened.”
Her eyes, directed towards mine, are asking—leading me to continue. She’s hoping that I will give her the answer she wants.
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That morning after breakfast, I went down to get on AIM. No one was on. Bored, I shut the computer down, put on my Chucks, grabbed my Walkman and the original The Fast and the Furious soundtrack, went to the garage, and hopped on my bike.
That CD got me through a lot the previous year. Don’t ask me why—I didn’t even know what some of the songs meant—but I could just feel them. At night, after schooldays of acne ridicule, I would play the soundtrack from start to finish and disappear from the world. I would cry. “Life Ain’t a Game” got me the worst. “Race Against Time Part 2” made me feel like I was racing against time. “Cali Diseaz” still proved why Nate Dogg was the “King of Hooks,” and “Justify My Love” made me float.
The bike ride I took that morning, while listening to it all again, gave me that same floating feeling.
I decided to take what we dubbed “The Fun Route.” We’d come up with it a couple of years back. Leaving my house, I took a right and headed towards the other end of the street (opposite Phoenix’s house). From there, where the dead end to the lake used to be, I rode straight up the hill, with newly built houses on each side. Huffing and puffing and with quads burning from the heavy pedaling, when I reached the top, I hung a left on a somewhat new street to an ever-expanding neighborhood. The lake was just down and off to the right as I rode along it. Newly developed houses, some with only foundations, others with frames, lined both sides.
About halfway down, the street curved slightly to the right and started to decline ever so slightly. I was able to give my legs a rest as I coasted. That’s when “Life Ain’t A Game” came on. I let go of the handlebars and glided.
I was free.
When the street eventually came to an end, there was a small cul-de-sac. There was also a last second off-shoot street to the left, which also ended in a cul-de-sac, which emptied out into a field, which emptied out into a park at one of the entrances to the subdivision. I was starting the back half of the run—the best part of The Fun Route. All you had to do was get up the small but decently steep incline at the first street as you entered the subdivision, then, once you reached the top of it, it was a big sweeping left and smooth coasting forever. I took my hands off the handlebars and let fate take hold.
I was confident in my ability to ride without my hands, but if my mom knew that I did it without a helmet, she’d have a shitfit. But I wore helmets for football, not biking.
I went without my hands for a good twenty seconds, and when the road finally came to a dead end at the cul-de-sac where the bagpiper lived, I was at a hill—our hill—that led right into the backyard of Brennan’s house. It was the hill that we took EJ’s X-Factor ramp to when we were sledding. It was diabolical, the air that we would get from that thing, as it was impeccably placed at the bottom. We were lucky no one shattered a tailbone.
With no fences in the backyards of any of the homes on that side of the street, I rode through Brennan’s sideyard, hugging the property line of that and the house next to his. When I reached 45th Street, I turned around and rode right back up Brennan’s driveway, where I dropped my bike with a clang of the metal pegs, and went up to ring the doorbell.
No one was home.
The anticipation of seeing how he was doing kicked in. I knew nothing and wanted to know everything. How was he faring? Did he tell his parents exactly what happened? Is he going to get Phoenix in trouble again anyway?
I rode three doors down to the left of Brennan’s (if facing his house), to Colton’s. I rang the doorbell, and the sound of a dog barking crescendoed as it got closer and rumbled down the stairs. In less than five seconds, Bandit was up against the skinny glass window next to the door, making it fog up with his breath; he checked me out with his intense shepherd eyes. Another five seconds later, I heard running down the stairs.
“Back, Bandit, dammit, back!” Colton demanded as he cracked the door open. Hell-bent on smelling me, I put out the back of my hand for Bandit to sniff, and just like an access card scanned at the front door of Fort Knox, he immediately backed off and granted me entry. “What the hell? How’d you—oh whatever…whazzthup?” Colton was mimicking the style of the ever-popular Budweiser commercial from several years back, as he opened the door full way. He was still in his pajamas.
“Whazzthup?”
“Nothin’. Eatin’ breakfast. Ready to get on AIM.”
“True. True.”
“Come in.”
We went up the first flight of stairs that emptied out into the kitchen and his parents’ bedroom. Sheila Brown, his mom, was at the sink washing the dishes. She was an elementary teacher down at the school where we had our run-in with Carlos, Zander, and Tanner. She was incredibly sweet and always welcoming. “Good morning, Andrew. How are you? How are your parents?”
“They’re good. I’m good, thank you.”
“Wonderful. Would you like some breakfast?” I looked over as Colton looked up from his bowl of Lucky Charms, letting milk dribble out half into the bowl, half onto the table.
“Pull up a chair,” Colton slurped and then laughed.
“No, thank you. I already ate.”
After Colton finished the rest of his “Irish Breakfast,” we went up another flight of stairs to the level of his and Krista’s rooms. I held my breath as I passed hers. Not because it stank, but because I was afraid she was going to fling her door open and start yelling at me. Why? I don’t know. I figured she was still mad at the world from last night, and I was unfortunately in that world.
“Where’s your sister?” I asked.
“My dad took her to hockey practice a couple of hours ago, I guess. Whatever, screw her. She sucks.” 
Colton had his room painted in red, white, and black tones. He loved it. He had a real samurai sword up on his dresser and a fake Darth Maul lightsaber in his closet. Like me, he also had bunk beds. He popped in a new CD, Sing The Sorrow by AFI, and got ready.
“Have you heard from Brennan today?” I asked.
“Nah, you?” Colton was busy digging through his hamper in his closet. “Ah, here we go.” He grabbed a pair of cargo shorts, which must have been at the very bottom. I didn’t ask questions.
“I rang his doorbell before I came here. I don’t think he’s home. Just worried about him.”
He gave me the side eye as he said, “You didn’t seem worried enough last night. You could have at least backed me up in going to Phoenix’s house. I was ready to punch his lights out.”
“Yeah, I know. My bad. I just…”
I was hoping that he would just lose interest in my sentence; I let the last word hang out there for a couple of seconds. “You just what?”
“I don’t know. I just…” I needed to lie. I didn’t want to tell him that I was scared to death that maybe Phoenix knew I’d left Brennan out to dry. He would sing it from the mountain tops. Think, Andy, think. “I just didn’t think it was a good idea to confront him last night.”
“So, you wanna do it now? I’m in.”
“That’s not what I—”
Just then, the rumble of the garage opening slightly shook the room; the garage was directly under us. I scurried to his window and saw Mr. Brown’s Jeep Wrangler pulling in. Krista was in the passenger seat.
“It’s your sister.”
“Yeah, so?”
“I don’t know, I just figured you’d like to know.”
“She does live here, ya know? I mean, it’s incredibly unfortunate, but that’s how the cookie crumbles.”
“I’m not an idiot. I just didn’t know if she was still pissed from last night, like I said. I don’t want her to beat my ass. I already have Phoenix who wants to do that.”
Colton looked at me and laughed. It was a laughing at me and not with me. Maybe if I’d said that to him later in life, it would have been the latter, but since it was the former, I knew he was going to let me know what he thought. “You’re afraid of a girl? Not only a girl, but my sister?!” He lifted his head back to the heavens and rumbled his room a second time.
“Dude, your sister would beat your ass.”
He stopped abruptly in his laughter and turned to me with fiery eyes. “No, she wouldn’t! How dare—”
The sound of someone running up the stairs echoed down the hallway. Colton looked out of his room and down the hallway, while I skated out of the view of anyone in it. As the footsteps reached the landing, he said, “Andy thinks—”
“Shut up, Colton!” she shouted. “I don’t want to talk to you.”
She slammed her door shut after her.
“Jesus. What’s her problem?” he said in a low voice, before yelling, “Yeah, well, go cry some more about your dumbass boyfriend!” He turned to me. “Let’s go.”
Colton’s computer was in the basement—like mine—back tucked away in an office, which was down a hallway to the left of his movie theater basement. When we got online, again, no one was on. However, a certain name had a yellow sticky note next to it; a sign that they were online but away. xXcutiewitabootieXx. 
“Check her away message,” I said.
“What?”
“Hurry, check her away message!”
He clicked on her username.

xXcutiewitabootieXx: ~yay! time 4 tha pool <3~

We both looked at each other and smiled.






  
  
We started this “hobby” the summer prior and hit them like three or four times. This was going to be the first of the 2003 open season, and we didn’t even need a license. 
Now, any sane person would wonder why we were throwing water balloons at girls in the pool. It’s stupid, I agree. I wouldn’t have agreed then, but I agree now.
And no, these girls weren’t just lying out—that would be a great excuse to throw balloons, especially if they never got in the pool. But that wasn’t the case. These girls swam. They did jumps and dives and flips off the diving board. They had breath-holding contests and dives to touch the bottom of the ten-foot deep pool. 
A water balloon would only litter the surrounding backyard, probably driving Kate Sadler’s parents mad, and do nothing to the already wet girls.
But we did it anyway.
Was it flirting? Sure. Was it a means to get their attention? Also, sure. 
On the far side of Colton’s house, we filled up three water balloons each before circling around the front, silently unlatching the gate on the side and hugging the left fence in his backyard. We could start to hear the laughter from the two girls as we moved to the back left corner, the closest we could get to Kate Sadler’s backyard. We couldn’t make out what they were saying, but I’m sure it was some sort of school or boy gossip.
Kate Sadler would have been categorized as a slight nerd back then—an animal nerd, in particular. I’d been in her room once, and she’d shown me her six or seven pets: tarantula, gecko, betta fish, king snake, praying mantis, hamster, and ferret. She should have charged admission to the small zoo she owned.
To top off her quirkiness, she wore one green contact and one clear one. It was a mesmerizing sight, looking at a bright blue and green eye; you never knew which one to focus on. That and her jet-black hair made her attractive in her own right.
However, the mysterious and tanned Hollister-wearing Monica Schneider, whom I had never even socialized with, had the whole neighborhood in disarray. Even the high schoolers were noticing her blooming into attractiveness. I hadn’t seen her in person since the prior summer when we began with this—only in EJ’s yearbook in the meantime—and was dying to get just a small glimpse of her striped, dirty blonde hair. She was dubbed “Helen of Pond Pointe.”
Not really—a good name, nonetheless.
But that undertaking would prove difficult, as we couldn’t see over the fence without climbing up on it or jumping on the trampoline. There wasn’t even a small crack or sliver in the wood to look through.
When we got to the very corner, me behind Colton, he took no time in doing a silent countdown. “Five…four…” he mouthed to me. “Three…two…” He didn’t mouth the last number. Instead, he looked back in the direction of the pool, and as if throwing a grenade, leaned back from the fence, ratcheted his arm back, and let it fly. I did the same.
For what seemed like an eternity, we waited for the sound of a crash or that of a scream. Neither came. Instead, there was a voice. “What was that?” I heard one of them say. I think it was Monica.
“What was what?” the other voice asked.
“Something landed in the grass over there.”
We had no telling where “the grass over there” was, but it had at least gotten their attention.
“Wait…wait…” I mouthed to Colton. He wasn’t pleased about it.
“Why?” he mouthed back, irritatingly.
I didn’t answer. I just looked back in that direction yet, towards the sky, honing in on my ears to help assess what they were doing. I wanted it to be more like a sneak attack rather than a bombing. Colton was edging away from covert and into overt.
He shook his head as he ratcheted back again, and without a chance to stop him, he let the second one fly, this one’s trajectory much shorter and much lower.
“What the hell?!” a girl cried out.
Like Larry Bird in his prime in the mid-eighties, I hook-shot my second balloon over, trying to match the distance.
“There’s another—” one of the girls started before she let out a scream.
“We know you’re over there!” I’m pretty sure that one was Kate yelling out to us. We stayed silent. “You’re being stupid! We’re already wet!”
I couldn’t tell for sure, but it sounded like Monica had asked Kate, “Are those the boys on that street again?”
“Yeah, who else?” Kate replied.
We let the last ones go, probably way off target and under duress. I’m guessing the two girls watched them both lobbed over and easily dodged them. We heard two splats.
“That was horrible!” Kate laughed. Monica was laughing, too.
We moved slowly away from the corner and back towards the gate. Our mission had succeeded.

      [image: ]Later that night, I hopped on AIM at home. Within minutes of my door creaking open to all of my friends online, several chats popped up. First was Kurules242. He was just creating small talk. He’d stayed home most of the day and didn’t hang out with Colton and me. He told us that the twins did the same. I filled him in on the day, on Brennan, and on the water balloons.
Next was from xXcutiewitabootieXx herself. My heart thumped.

xXcutiewitabootieXx: was dat u wit da water balloons?

It’s much easier talking behind a screen, I came to find out. I had butterflies, sure, but it was much easier than being face-to-face. I didn’t have to reply right away—trying to act like I was too busy to talk to her—although I didn’t want to wait too long, either. So, a whole five seconds later, I responded.

KuR0cks16: no y?
xXcutiewitbootieXx: u sure?
KuR0cks16: uhhh yaaa
xXcutiebootieXx: i dont believe u

This was another reason why hiding behind a screen was great—it was easy to lie. Although she could most likely use her girl powers to tell that I was, I liked to believe I was safe on the other side of the dial-up. I couldn’t help but smile. I had gotten her attention…finally.
But the last window that popped up ruined my mood. It was someone from my “Enemies” folder.

SeeinR3dAgn: ur friends a lil bitch

This time, I actually waited to respond. I debated on logging off right then and there and being done with it. But that wouldn’t look good on my part. That was the look of someone running, something I continued to try to avoid. Instead, I gave myself five minutes to answer. He didn’t. 

SeeinR3dAgn: yea thats wat i thought
SeeinR3dAgn: ur a lil bitch 2 
SeeinR3dAgn: i told u to come down 4 us to finish this. u didn’t
SeeinR3dAgn: still u dont say anythin? dont worry, im  ungrounded. ur mine.

I slammed my online door shut.
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“Ayoo, there you go, pimp!” 
That was a good first sign; Teddy dug it. Marcus, however, hooted and hollered as I sat down. Chrissy was in no need of her ever-important cup of Monday coffee, as Marcus’s loud ass voice was enough to jolt anyone awake at eight in the morning.
I went half-in with the conservative rendition of spiked up bangs—not at the highly aggressive ninety-degree angle to the sky, which would have garnered me much more attention, some of it most likely unwanted.
But that last part I was surprisingly wrong about: besides Marcus’s outburst, others at camp were complimentary. Billy, Sam, and Lawrence all recognized the new look and said that it looked good on me. Some of the eleven and twelve-year-olds asked what I’d done with it. And even Sage and Layla said I looked more like an Abercrombie model with that style. The only person, other than Marcus, to give me hell was the one you’d expect.
“You probably stuck your head in the toilet to make your hair stick up. That and you probably drank the water and enjoyed it,” Shannon said.
“Oh yeah, you know it.”
What initially got a rise out of everyone around was quickly corralled and squashed with my response. I was using their own weapon against them.
“Oh, so you think you’re cool now using our saying?”
“Oh yeah, you know it.”
All the guys started laughing. 
“Which brand did you buy?” Teddy asked.
“Got2b.”
“Nice. I use Dep. Had to make sure to get the strongest kind. I can even recharge it—like the back of the bottle says—by wetting my finger tips and styling it again.”
I laughed. “On the back of the Got2b bottle, it says that they tested it in a tunnel or some shit. A ‘shit-tunnel.’” I laughed again at my own joke and word creation. Didn’t really get a rise out of anyone else, though.

      [image: ]While Teddy and Marcus were off at their nature week at one of our sister parks and its conservation center, EJ and I were at Roeland Park pool battling the great equalizer. 
There were two pool courses at Crossroads: swimming and diving. I signed up for swimming, while EJ, with balls of steel, signed up for diving. While he was learning backflips, front flips, and gainers off the high dive, I was relearning the breaststroke, butterfly, freestyle, and how to do the underwater flip thing and push off at the end of the lane. I’d learned all of the strokes in past swimming lessons, but the underwater flippy thingy was new.
So, in a way, I was jealous of EJ. Here I was just swimming, while he was doing legit flips and shit…like dolphins.
All of this being said, there was one benefit of more pool time, regardless if your home was on the high dive or in between the lanes: more time under the sun. I loved it. I loved the fact that my acne was decreasing and becoming less visible by the day. I loved the fact that the tan was starting to show off what baby abs I was forming. And I loved the fact that I was getting more looks from the girls.
I had heard that girls really liked it when guys had the “surfer nose”—basically a burnt, red nose that was peeling. They thought it was hawt—like Abercrombie model hawt. So, I purposely didn’t apply sunscreen to my face. In all honesty, I tried to skip sunscreen as much as I could; I wanted to burn.
The counselors made us use a minimum of SPF 30, and that just didn’t cut it for me; it would have taken me all summer to tan with that stuff. But we had to make sure to pass the sunscreen test. I thought that graduating up from Outdoor Discovery, where each kid had to go up to a counselor and let them swipe a finger over a shoulder, a back, and/or a face, before we were released to the oasis of the pool, meant that checks were nonexistent at Crossroads. I was mistaken.
So, in order to outsmart the counselors, what I did was take a bottle of SPF 30, empty it, take a bottle of SPF 15, and squirt it into the bottle of SPF 30. They would never know.
“Backs, ladies and gentlemen,” Chrissy preached. “Don’t let me catch you not putting sunscreen on your buddy’s back.”
Since she was head honcho, the last thing Chrissy wanted, nor needed, was a parent coming to her with their child full of second-degree blister burns. That would put her in the hot seat, no pun intended. No…no. She turned into a helicopter counselor when it came to sunscreen.
“Go light, man,” I whispered to EJ. Even with the SPF 15, I liked it light.
“Oops.”
“What do you mean—” It all happened so fast, him saying “oops,” my reaction, and the large, cold glob that he’d smacked on my back. “—dude! What the shit?!”
“My bad!”
“I’m gonna look like an idiot with a tanned front and white ass back!” I tried looking over my shoulder like a nimrod, but clearly couldn’t see what he’d done. “And you know I don’t like sunscreen.”
“Chillax. It’ll wash off in like thirty minutes. Just don’t put any more on.” Yes, EJ had started to borrow one of Teddy’s favorite words: chillax. 
“You know I can’t do that with The Sunscreen Nazi hovering over us.”
We both laughed.
It took five minutes for EJ to rub the damn stuff in. Every minute, he responded with the same thing: “Still white.”
“For crying out loud.”
When it was my turn to put sunscreen on him, I gave him the same treatment. I expected a reaction out of him, but he didn’t care. He had slightly fairer skin than I, and I’m sure his parents didn’t want a lobster returning home to them.
When I was done, we went our separate ways. Looking around at my new swimming group, there was only one person that I knew: Layla. The rest were mostly the younger eleven-year-olds. 
Although Colton was eleven, and Brennan was getting close to turning that, these eleven-year-old Crossroads campers seemed like babies to me. EJ was at least twelve—as was Nia—while Layla, Shannon, Sage, Teddy, Marcus, and I were the elder thirteen-year-olds. The most “mature” and “adult” of the camp. Top of the food chain. The oldest person in the camp was actually Sage, as she was close to turning fourteen and, when that day came, she would have to leave camp.
“Have you taken swimming lessons before?” Layla asked. We were standing at the edge of the pool. Her light green eyes caught the sun and only made them lighter. Her freckles on her face and body were becoming more pronounced with the daily sun exposure. Her long and slightly wavy brown hair was up in a high bun. This was the first time I kind of noticed it: she was kind of pretty.
“Yeah. Have you?”
“Yeah, but I’m not sure about the rest of these young ones. I just don’t want one of them drowning or something horrible.”
And she had a heart. Of my time around the Mean Girls thus far—although Sage did apologize to me—Layla was proving time and time again to be the kindest. More often than not, she was always smiling, too. Longevity is common for those who smile often.
“Guess you’re going to have to save them all,” I said with a smirk as I looked at her. I didn’t know where that came from, that response. Did I…did I just try to…flirt? Once I realized what I did, my heart started pounding.
“No way! I’m no lifeguard. I mean, I would try, but I’d save like maybe one.”
“I bet you could save more. You seem like a strong swimmer.” It was said with sincerity. I went from joking around to meaning what I said. It caught her off guard.
“Are you being serious or are you trying to be an asshole?”
Her face had turned sour.
“I–I’m being serious. Really.”
Then her face went back to nice. “Aww, you really are a nice guy, aren’t you, Andy?”
It made me turn away, where I just shrugged. I’d heard it before: nice guys finish last.
“No, you are. It’s cute.”
My head flipped back around to her, and with a twinkle in her eye came a shove. And with a shove came fall. And with a fall came a splash.
I couldn’t believe it. 
When I resurfaced, she was walking away, joining the group on the other side of the pool. She looked back, beaming.
“Andrew! What are you doing?! You weren’t supposed to get in yet!” Chrissy yelled.
“But I—” I looked at Layla, who again turned around, this time shaking her head at me as if to say “no”. “S–sorry. I thought we could.”
Chrissy shook her head and rolled her eyes. She was in a bad mood.
I pulled myself out of the water just as Lawrence was coming over to me. With a grin, he said,  “Couldn’t contain yourself, huh?”
“She pushed me in!” I protested.
“I know. I saw the whole thing. You’re good.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah, you’re good.”






  
  
The one thing—no two things—I remember about the first time I took swimming lessons was, one, how good a night’s sleep you got after it, and two, how freakin’ hungry you were right after. 
After two hours of slapping water, I was dying for lunch; I wanted my Uncrustables. I had started packing two, because one just wasn’t good enough. I alternated between bites of the grape jelly and peanut butter delights with Cool Ranch Doritos and chased it down with my grape soda. I was moving fast so that I could get to the best dessert that Little Debbie had to offer: Zebra Cakes.
EJ, sitting next to me, had his own meal being shoved in his face: a ham and cheese sandwich, 3D Doritos (a step up from mine), two Philadelphia Strawberry Cheesecake Bars, and a Surge. When he finished a bite of his sandwich, he followed it with a loud slurp of the Surge.
“What are those?!” I asked, with my mouth full, referring to the cheesecake bars.
“Cheesecake bars. Why?” EJ asked while crunching down on his Doritos. His fingertips were turning orange from the caked-on spicy cheese. When they would get a nice and healthy cake, he would lick them off before returning to grab some more from the tube container’s lid, as advertised use from the commercials.
“Can I try one? I’ll trade you a Zebra Cake.” That was a big deal for me. Zebra Cakes were high-value, so the act of trading one would more than likely hit the local news.
“Hell no,” EJ cried out. “These are ten times better than Zebra Cakes.”
There was no way. There was just no way that those cheesecake bars were better than my Zebra Cakes. I was a little offended, to be honest. But more than that, it made me want one of those even more, because we all want what we can’t have.
I opened up my second Uncrustable, after licking my own fingers from the caked-up Cool Ranch dust, and right before I took my first bite, I looked up to a disgusted face.
“Gross. You guys are such pigs! Slow down!” Layla said.
I gulped. “Sorry.”
“Don’t say sorry all the time.”
“Sorry.”
She tilted her head with a “seriously?” kind of look.
After a brief silence, I asked, “Are you not starving, too?”
“Of course I am. But I also don’t want to die of choking and suffocation. I have goals in life.”
“Yeah? Like what?”
“That’s none of your business.”
“Sorry.”
We sat there in silence some more while I made a conscious effort to not shove everything in my face at once. I guess, as my parents once said, that you should savor your food—be thankful for it and take your time with it, as there are millions around the world who are starving. We take the Zebra Cakes, Ho-hos, Twinkies, Oatmeal Cream Pies, Starcrunches, Cosmic Brownies, and Philadelphia Cheesecake Bars for granted. So, when I finally got to those Zebra Cakes, after the first gigantic bite I took—looking up to make sure Lalya didn’t see it—I tailored it back into small nibbles.
“So, why’d you push me in the pool?” I asked after I finished my first one.
“I don’t know. You just seemed like you wanted to get wet.”
“No, I didn’t! I mean, I knew we were getting in, but—”
“It was a joke.”
“Oh.”
“Okay,” Layla said. She set down her own sandwich and put her elbows up on the table and interlocked her fingers. She meant business. “Please don’t take offense to this—this is not supposed to be a jab—but are you two like nerds or something? You seem like jocks, but you’re awfully awkward around girls. It’s sort of like you don’t know how to talk to us. I mean, the shyness is cute and all, but…”
That’s where her sentence trailed off. It was probably for the best that I got distracted by what was going on behind her, because I would have fumbled with the response to her question.
“Are those boils on your face?” one of them asked the loner kid whose back was facing us at a table on the outskirts.
“Nah, it’s herpes,” the second one said. They both laughed as they stood and hovered over the poor little guy. 
The loner had a response, but I couldn’t hear it, and it probably wasn’t strong enough, as both of the bullies looked at each other again and laughed. The first one knocked over the loner’s pop and provoked him further. “Shut up, pizza face.”
Up until that point, on that Monday, third week of camp, after I ran from SeeinR3dAgn on AIM, I’d pushed the thought of what had happened to Brennan to the back of my mind. One, because I was ashamed of myself. Two, because I knew that SeeinR3dAgn was salivating to get to me. I was trying to stay as far away from confrontation and my guilt as humanly possible.
But something in me that Monday switched, as if the phrase “pizza face” triggered the cadence of my body’s autopilot controls. I wasn’t standing for it. I wasn’t going to allow it. I’d been in this kid’s shoes way too many times, and eventually, the good needs to take down the bad. The anger and frustration in me resurfaced. It needed to be released—used for justification, rectification.
I stood up.
“Hey!” I shouted. Everyone in the patio area turned to me, including the three at that table. “You!” I pointed at one. “You!” I pointed at the other. “Walk away now before you both start eating out of a straw, or eat dogshit, whatever you like more.”
The two bullies looked at each other and again roared with laughter. That’s when I realized they didn’t even go to our camp. The kid sitting down, however, did. He was brand new this week—just saw him for the first time that morning. I think I heard his name was Danny.
“Yeah, okay, sweety. Sit back down. This doesn’t involve you,” the second one said, as the first one started walking towards me, his grey eyes intense and ready to brawl. Normally, the step forward of confrontation would make me step back. I did the opposite. As I moved forward, and as I was still on some sort of autopilot—like a hijacked mind—I let it fly. Whereas I didn’t have any more good comebacks with words, I had one with my fist.
Direct shot to his right cheekbone with my left haymaker. He stumbled a bit, putting his hand on one of the table’s benches, but then turned around with a haymaker of his own that I ducked; the force was strong with this one. I pushed him away when his back was exposed to me. When I turned to his friend with my fists up, he started to back away. Turning back to asshole in waiting number-one, he was about ready to charge me when out of nowhere, an adult was there. It’s crazy how they can appear out of thin air.
Chrissy grabbed my shoulder and whipped me around. The kid stopped his charge instantly. “Stop this bullshit right now!” I’d never seen her so angry. Her face was bright red, and her eyes were fireballs. “Andrew, get back to your table, now! Danny, follow him.”
She stood there steadfast, between the two other kids and us. They were trying to make up some sort of excuse about how I started it, but she wasn’t having it. She waited a short time for a manager or someone from the pool to come. When they did, they pulled the boys away inside somewhere.
“Andrew. Danny. With me. Now.”
We followed Chrissy back to the grassy area where most of the camp’s stuff was. There she went into her bag and pulled out her cell phone, a T-Mobile Sidekick.
“What’s up?” Lawrence asked from in the water, enjoying a swim while everyone else was eating.
“Andrew just punched a kid.”
“What?! Seriously?!”
With ease, he pushed himself up and out of the pool, got a towel, and then followed us as we went to a corner of the pool’s perimeter, far away from people.
When we stopped, I started to speak, “These kids—”
“Shut it,” Chrissy snapped. “I want to hear what Danny has to say. Look at me, Danny. What happened, sweetheart?”
 As Danny, looking up from his teary gaze at the grass, started to tell the story, my eyes started to water as well. Why? I don’t know. I was emotional. And just like a yawn is contagious, so are tears.
 He told her everything—rather, he stuttered and whispered everything; I could barely hear him, but could tell he had a speech impediment. From getting his lunchbox, not seeing anyone he felt comfortable sitting with, to sitting by himself when the bullies came up to him, and me coming over to save the day, he told her everything.
“And then…and then Andwew came ova…” He was sobbing at this point. “…and he…and he…told them to weave me awone.”
“So, he was protecting you?” Chrissy asked.
He nodded his head.
“Who threw the first punch?”
He looked at me.
No, Danny! Don’t look at me, dammit!
My blurred eyes shifted focus from Danny to Chrissy, who had a scowl on her face while looking straight through me. “Gotcha.” Her attention returned to Danny, and her demeanor softened again. “I want you to go back with Lawrence here, okay? Everything’s going to be alright, and no one will pick on you again, okay?”
With a big sniffle and wipe from his arm, he nodded.
Lawrence took Danny’s hand as they walked slowly away, and with each step, I waited for the wrath to return to me. Chrissy took her time, too. We watched them walk away for what seemed like hours, and I’m pretty sure she milked the silence on purpose. She could have been thinking of what to say, but I think she already had it. Yeah, she was dragging out the suspense and terror before she pummeled me.
Finally, she spoke.
“I’ve been having a hell of a Monday, Andrew.” Her back was still facing me. Then she turned around. “Headache to start the morning, horrific traffic on the way here, and I didn’t even have time for my coffee. As of late, most of the reasons as to why I’m continuing to have this headache have been constantly pointing to you. No amount of Tylenol can get rid of it when I have you causing mayhem everywhere I look. I mean, a fight? Really?! What’s gotten into you? Now I’m going to have to clear all this up with management here so you…so we…can come back.”
“But I—”
“No buts, dude. You punched another kid. Management strictly says ‘no fighting’ and has been known to easily whip out lifetime bans. No mercy—doesn’t matter who punched first or if it was justified or not. Just…banned. So you’re going to sit right here until I get this sorted out or until we leave today. Have no idea which one will come first. Understood?”
I nodded. “Are you…are you going to call my parents?”
She grunted and walked away. 






  
  
It wasn’t the first time I’d stood up for someone. No, I’d done that before, but this was in a completely different manner. It was because I could relate more deeply to it. Everyone can relate to being picked on in general, but something so specific as acne, and the whole “pizza face” nickname I was given, just snapped me into action without anything I could do to stop it. 
Now all I wanted to do was listen to Meteora. Or Hybrid Theory. Or Reanimation. But really just Meteora—it was fresh, and it spoke to me. I mean, at the time, I had no idea what the lyrics really meant in most of Linkin Park’s songs—I was too young—but the rock mixed with rap and the turntables mixed with hard electric guitar riffs fueled me. It made me feel some type of way, like wanting to run through a brick wall, perfect for football season.
Instead, the pool, trying to be cool and edgy, had on 96.5 The Buzz. When we’d walked in, Sugar Ray’s “Someday” was playing. Right before my fight, “Butterfly” by Crazy Town was bumpin’. Now, as I sat there by myself contemplating on the world, “Walking on the Sun” by Smashmouth was on.
In a little glimmer of nostalgia, and equally of déjà vu, in youth predating my youth, I again thought back to when my brother was driving us around in his old Volvo 240 sedan, windows down and the afternoon summer sun brilliant, when “Walking on the Sun” came on 96.5.
But that little glimmer dissipated within seconds as reality came slapping back. As I sat there, by that stupid fence, in stupid criss-cross applesauce, with stupid tears running down my face, and watching all of the other kids swimming and diving and laughing, all I wanted to do was listen to Meteora. My room—or the basement—was calling.
I was pissed. I was upset. I was confused. How is it that when someone stands up for someone else, even if they do throw the first punch, that they are the ones who face the wrath?
I was pissed that EJ didn’t have my back when it had all transpired. I was pissed that he was already doing backflips with ease and was now trying out gainers as I watched on. I was pissed that the kid, Danny, just had to sit by himself to spark this whole thing. I was pissed at the bullies for ultimately making me do what I did and ultimately getting me in trouble because of it. But most of all, I was pissed at all of the little shit-sucking “no-see-um” bugs that were starting to bite me as I sat in the grass.
“Piss…Off!” I cursed as I slapped every part around my ankles. I needed a release, and sitting there with my thoughts and the piss ants wasn’t doing it.
After about fifteen minutes, I noticed Lawrence walking over to me. “Great, here we go,” I muttered.
Now I was scared. Actually, I was scared the whole time, and I’m sure some of the anger was just a byproduct of this fear. As Yoda once said, “Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hate, and hate…leads to suff—er—ing.”
They’ve already called my parents. I’m going to be grounded for the whole summer, I thought.
“Can I sit?” he asked.
As I looked down at the ground, I grumbled, “Sure.”
“Those kids you fought? Management kicked them out. They’re banned here for life.”
“Good.”
“What you did was the right thing, Andrew. I mean, I wish you hadn’t thrown the first punch, but what you did was noble. I used to hate bullies growing up, too. Hell, they’re still around at my age, just not as bad. As you grow older, you will see that the bullies of yesterday become the sorrowful of tomorrow—we all tend to grow up. Well, most of us anyways.”
During his words, I could feel my eyes well up, the dam about ready to break again. “Did Chrissy call my parents?”
“I don’t think so. I think she’s still sorting it out.”
“Are we going to get banned for life?” I didn’t want the whole camp to be shunned from this location because of me.
“I doubt it. We have a good relationship with them here, and they need us day camps for revenue. Your parents are paying a pretty penny for you guys to be here.” There was a short silence before he continued. “Keep your head up, dude. We’ll get this sorted.” 
He got up. 
“Do you need anything? Water? A granola bar?”
“Wa–wa-water, please,” I sniffled.
“Okay.”
It was good to have Lawrence on my side. He was so level-headed on a day like today. If anything, hopefully he was working behind the scenes to keep Chrissy rational in her decisions. Maybe he was even a smooth-talker with management there. What he’d said had made me feel better, but it wasn’t enough; I needed to hear from the boss herself.
Several minutes later, I looked up again and saw EJ walking over with stuff in his hand. “Hey,” he said when he got closer.
“Hey.” I looked down and started ripping out grass.
“Lawrence told me you wanted something to drink. I brought you a Capri Sun and a Gogurt.”
My eyes shot up to meet his. “A Gogurt?! I don’t want one of those gurts of shit! If you bring it any closer, I’ll slap you with it. No, what I wanted from you, EJ, was for you to have backed me up. You left me hangin’!”
He was aghast. The look he gave me was one of deceit with a hint of confusion, as if I was in the wrong. “What are you talking about?”
“The fight, dillweed!”
He now got defensive. “I tried! Chrissy pulled me back and pushed me away! She yelled at me, ‘Don’t even think about it.’ I had your back, asshole!”
I didn’t want to believe him. Why? I don’t know. The thought of him trying to back me up was reassuring, but I wanted to be right about this, especially since I’d just blown up on him. If it was true that he’d tried to help me, I was indeed the asshole.
I looked back down into the grass and started ripping again. “Whatever.”
“It’s true! Ask her!”
Ask, and you shall receive. 
“EJ, no talking to him. Go back to the pool.” She’d snuck up behind him; even I didn’t notice her walking up. EJ threw down the Capri Sun and the Gogurt and walked away. I stared at them in the grass.
Once EJ was far enough away, she spoke. “I talked with the staff here.” Her voice was soft yet harsh. “They weren’t pleased with you, even after I told them that you didn’t start it. They said that y’all are just some immature boys.”
Immature boys?! How dare they!
That lit me up. I looked up at her, took a deep breath, and was about ready to explode, but then swallowed it and looked back down. Chrissy wasn’t going to let me get a word off anyway. 
“They said that if you weren’t a part of the camp, you would have been banned for life. Those other two boys were.”
She waited for a reaction from me. When she got none, she spoke again. “Now I have to figure out what to do with you. What should I do with you?”
The dam broke, and the tears fell, as if I hadn’t shed them enough. I didn’t want to make eye contact with her, so I continued looking at the ground when I spoke. “I’m…I’m sorry! I got made fun of at school for my zits, too. I was just standing up for him.”
It went quiet between us. For about five seconds, all I could hear was the laughter and splashing of kids. I looked up.
“That’s all I wanted from you, Andrew—an apology.” She spoke with sincerity—something I didn’t expect. “We like you a lot here at camp. You’re starting to come out of your shell and really show us who you are. I know you’re a good kid, but you’ve been doing ‘not-so-smart’ stuff today. I’m glad that you stood up for Danny, I am. But next time, get us. Get a counselor. Don’t try to solve the issue by yourself. Is that fair?”
I nodded my head, then looked back down.
“Good. Now, I’m not going to call your parents, but you’re on a tight leash for the foreseeable future. And next time? Next time this happens, you won’t be so lucky. Understood?”
I nodded my head again.
“Look at me.”
I looked up.
“I want to hear you say it.”
“I understand.”
“Good. Do you need a Kleenex?”
I took the back of my right hand and sniffed as I wiped it across the underside of my nose. “No, I’m good.” I’m sure she was disgusted, but I didn’t care.
“When you’re ready, feel free to come back to the pool. Just make sure to put on some more sunscreen.”
She left me there to compose myself, doing me a service due to my bloodshot eyes, runny nose, and rosy red cheeks. The other kids would know I had been crying. So, I continued wiping my tears and my snot, and when I caught the Gogurt out of the corner of my eye, I grabbed it, ripped off the top, and slurped it down, before grabbing the Capri Sun and walking back out into the sunshine.
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“Are those…drugs?” I gasped in a whisper. 
“No, ya jabroni.” Marcus was acting suspiciously. He had something he was hiding in his pocket and wouldn’t show us. Whatever it was, he had slid it out carefully from cargo shorts, but only just a short amount of the way. He then slid it back in and put some of what it contained, whatever it was, in his mouth. He then looked at us as if he did nothing.
“Well, what is it, cuh?”
“Nothing!”
“I think I know what it is,” Teddy grinned.
Marcus looked over at him in surprise. “No, you don’t. They just came out.”
“Uh, no, they didn’t. I bought them all last year. You’re really behind the times, my man.”
I remember when AC/DC was being discovered in my grade; everyone was listening to them for the first time. “TNT” was the first hit that everyone was obsessed with. So much so that most of us went out to buy their albums. High Voltage was my first of theirs, Back in Black was my second. “Hells Bells” was by far the best song on Back in Black.
Well, several months removed from the craze, AC/DC started to wane in popularity; they’d hit their high with us millennials. But then, one day, while I was hanging out with Kaitlyn and Connor, they came out saying that they’d just discovered this really cool band and that their hit, “TNT,” was such a badass song. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to be an ass, but they were months late to the party.
There’s a certain time frame, when you’re young, for when a song comes out—or for when it’s rediscovered, in this case—that it’s cool to listen to it. First, is as I just mentioned: when it first comes out or is rediscovered. But mind you, that sweet spot is only about two months long, which I will get into momentarily. Second, is years down the line when it comes on again, and you have the freedom to say something like, “Haven’t heard this in forever!” or “Classic!” But in between that time frame of a couple of months and up to a year or two after its height in popularity, you get ridiculed for listening to a song that is now considered obsolete.
“You’re still listening to (*insert song/band here)?! What a loser! That’s so last year,” they will say.
“But it’s a good song,” you will defend back.
“No, it’s not. Not anymore. (*insert song/band here) is so much better. Get away from me, loser.”
One time, after “In The End” by Linkin Park had been on the radio for several months, I was continuing to sing along to it when my friend at the time said something like, “Dude, Andy, this song’s not that cool anymore. Stop singing it.” So, I did…and I never acted like I liked it again.
But I shouldn’t get up on my high horse just yet. It seemed that fads and trends and fashion hit the Midwestern plains last. In my age group across the whole of the United States, and with that window of time of peak AC/DC popularity, Kansas was probably the last state that it reached. New Yorkers and Californians probably scoffed at us flatlanders when we thought that we were up with the times.
This was just a long-winded ramble to say that it was much the same with these things that Marcus had.
“Hey, assholes. Are you gonna tell us or what?” EJ scolded as he looked at them in question. They both turned to EJ, who gave them the “I’m waiting” look.
“He has Listerine strips,” Teddy said. “They’re like mint strips that dissolve in your mouth and give you fresh breath.” He looked back at Marcus. “And they aren’t brand new.”
For some odd reason, commercials of the ultra-popular strips hadn’t gotten in front of my eyes yet. Maybe that, or maybe they just weren’t on my radar at the time. We weren’t allowed to have gum in school, or else risk detention. Instead, we had the overly powerful and aggressive Altoids. They scared anything away within a country mile.
But these Listerine strips. They were apparently all the rage. They were released in late 2001, but the craze, much similar to AC/DC, didn’t hit Middle America until mid-2002. Even still, I didn’t know about them until just then. 
“Why do you have them anyway?” I asked. “And let me try one.”
“Yeah, I want one, too,” EJ said. “Danny, do you want one?”
The shy boy nodded his head but also gave a small smile. Since the pool incident, Danny had been hanging around us. I didn’t mind it. The only thing that was incredibly peculiar was the fact that he didn’t talk…like at all. The only words I’d heard him say were explaining the fight to Chrissy, and they were mumbles at best. He also told me “thank you” when we got to the shelter after the pool. Other than that, not a word. However, you could always see him cracking smiles at our jokes. I could tell he liked being around us.
“Hell nah! Get your own. I don’t have that much.”
“Come on,” I begged.
“No.”
“Then at least tell us what they’re for.”
He wouldn’t budge. He was keeping a secret from us and looked like he was preparing for something—like getting into an unbeatable mental state. He also kept looking over his shoulder.
“Damn, you got it bad, pimp,” Teddy said.
“What…what do you mean?” Marcus snapped.
“I see you looking over your shoulder. I think I know what’s up with the Listerine Strips, too.”
“What are you, a damn mind reader?”
“One sec.”
Teddy got up from the table and made his way over to the Mean Girls’ table. All of the camp had just come back to the shelter before lunch to regroup. We had some time to kill before we actually ate lunch, so we were allowed to spend it reading, playing provided board games, going down to the small pond close to the shelter, or playing on the jungle gym, also close to the shelter.
Campers were down at the small pond skipping rocks, or out in the grasses and under trees making hemp bracelets, or playing card games under the awning. It was a chill afternoon.
After a quick powwow with the girls, Teddy came back over to us. “Let’s go.”
Marcus didn’t hesitate. He grabbed his crutches and slid out from the table. I, on the other hand, was perplexed. What could he possibly want with the girls? “Where are we going?”
“To the jungle gym. Come on.”






  
  
I don’t know how we didn’t raise the suspicions of the counselors. At Outdoor Discovery, they’d be all over us; we’d be on a tight leash. Not saying that we weren’t being watched out of the corners of their eyes there at Crossroads, but we had freedom—way more of it. It was the first time in my life, at Crossroads Summer Camp, that I felt like I was an adult. Deep down, I knew I was far from it, but each day we came in, we were being treated like we were much older…like an adult…at least my immature vision of what being one looked like.
Just like the Will Smith song, the temperature was about eighty-eight, the high for the day. It was hot. It was humid. The swimming classes that morning were a great release from it, but now the shade was our friend.
The jungle gym was legit. It wasn’t a wooden city like we had at the afterschool care that Marcus’s mom worked at—the kind that looked like a castle with steeples and gave you splinters the size of daggers, battle-proofing you for adulthood. Those were amazing.
No, this one was pirate ship themed, and I’m a sucker for pirate ships. Not to mention, there was a new movie coming out that had everyone talking: Pirates of the Caribbean. Along with the final installment of Lord of the Rings, those were the next two movies I had to see after 2 Fast 2 Furious. 
The jungle gym had two slides, one being a double racing slide. It had several tubes that connected one section to another. It had a rope ladder similar to one on a ship. It had things that looked like sails. And lastly, the cherry on top, was that it had a bow and a stern that seemingly came up out of the ground on either side of the main equipment. It sort of looked like it was half sunk.
“Why’d you bring us over here, Teddy?” Sage asked. She stood cross-armed, smacking on gum. The other girls stayed close while EJ and I started to climb “on board.” Marcus and Danny stayed on the ground.
Teddy looked over his shoulder back at the shelter, before looking back and saying, “Truth or dare.”
That got everyone’s attention.
“That’s a dumb idea, Teddy,” Shannon said. “We almost got caught last year.”
Fight-or-flight kicked in for me after Shannon said that. Sure, I was nervous about potentially getting dared to hold hands with one of the girls, or even to the extreme of kissing one of the girls. But that prospect was heightened substantially by the prospect of getting caught. I’d be gone—without a doubt, gone. Chrissy would have no more of me after Monday’s fight.
“Chillax. We’ll be fine. They’ll have no idea. Someone will keep watch at all times.”
I could feel the trepidation amongst almost everyone. The only one who wasn’t phased was Sage.
“What about Olivia?” Shannon asked.
“What about her?”
“Aren’t you two dating?”
“I already told you, she’s not my girlfriend.”
“You can still date her and she not be your girlfriend,” Layla said.
This, I didn’t get. I clearly had youth and ignorance on my side, but other kids my age, no doubt, had a better grasp on the etiquette of dating. As adults, we meet someone, go out on multiple dates (if you’re lucky), and then continue to hang out with one another if the interest is mutually lasting. It eventually progresses into something: a relationship.
Oh, and let’s not forget the late 2000s and early 2010s when it was all about being “Facebook official” or not. That’s when you knew it was serious.
But as a pimple-popping preteen, I thought becoming official with somebody was much the same as proposing to them. You’d get down on one knee and ask if they’d be your girlfriend. This “dating” thing that Layla brought up, I didn’t quite understand. I thought it was black and white—either you’re boyfriend and girlfriend, or you weren’t. There was no “it’s complicated” or “we’re taking things slow.”
But I let the comment and curiosity go.
“Anyways,” Teddy said sarcastically, trying to move the conversation away. “We can start off easy. We don’t need to crank it to a hundred percent right away. Hell, I’ll even go first. One of you girls can ask me.”
The girls looked at each other. I looked at EJ, Danny, and Marcus.
“Okay, fine. I’ll play,” Shannon relented. “But I won’t kiss that little kid if it comes to it. He’s just a baby.”
Danny looked down at the ground with a pouty face and slightly kicked around the mulch at his feet. I didn’t know for sure at that point, but my guess was that he had just turned eleven—a late birthday in his grade—and was really still ten at heart. That’s why he was brand new to the camp.
“He is a bit young, isn’t he?” Teddy said. He started walking over to him, and I hopped down to meet them both. In a low voice, Teddy said to him, “If you feel uncomfortable, you don’t need to play. You may be a bit too young, anyway.”
Danny didn’t say anything, but continued to kick at the mulch. 
“I’ll talk to him,” I told Teddy. He nodded as I took Danny a little bit out of the way so that no one could hear us talking. Teddy then called over, as if a light bulb had just gone off in his head.
“He can be the main watchman if he wants.”
I looked down at Danny. “Do you want to play?”
Still looking down at the ground, he shook his head.
“Would you like to be watchman for us?”
He shrugged.
If he wasn’t as much of a mute as he was proving to be, I’d be certain he was going to rat us out. But just to make sure that he didn’t write our sins down on paper and hand them to a counselor, I had to sweeten the deal.
“I have Zebra Cakes in my lunchbox. Do you like Zebra cakes?”
He looked up at me and smiled. He vigorously nodded his head.
“I’ll give you one if you do this for us.”
He gave me a blank stare for several seconds before holding up two fingers.
“Both of them?!”
He smiled again.
“Unbelievable.” I looked off into the distance and pondered this gargantuan life decision; giving away Zebra Cakes was either a cardinal sin or an extravagant charity. I then returned to Danny’s puppy dog eyes and gave in. “Fine. But you can’t take your eyes off of them, do you hear? After me sticking up for you and getting in that fight, I’m on thin ice. If I get caught, I’ll probably be kicked out of camp. Do you understand?”
He nodded.
“Okay, good. If you see a counselor looking over or coming our way, bang on that part of the boat right away, okay?”
Danny skipped over to the stern and bent down behind it, peeking over in the direction of the shelter.
“He’s good,” I told Teddy when I got back to him. “I really can’t get caught, man.”
“We’ll be fine. Promise.”






  
  
On the other side of the jungle gym, and near the bow of the boat, we gathered around in a group and sat down—just one more measure to be hard to see. The girls sat on one side, the boys on the other. 
“Okay, let’s go over the rules again,” Teddy said. “Absolutely no lying. I can read a liar from a mile away. If you lie about anything, you will have to eat a worm or a grasshopper that I find.”
“Are you serious?!” Sage yelled.
“Screw you, Teddy,” Shannon said.
“That’s foul,” Nia added. “What’s wrong with you boys?”
Because of the limited reaction out of Layla, I was under the assumption that she’d most likely had eaten some sort of insect before, that it didn’t bug her (no pun intended). EJ and I were certainly no strangers to them. We ate crickets in hard candy suckers and dried mealworms caked in powdered cheese. But the last thing I wanted to do was kiss a girl who proudly enjoyed the delicacy.
“Well, it’s simple. Don’t lie then,” Teddy warned. Everyone was silent as if nerves were settling in. He continued. “Since I’m gonna be asked first, when my turn is over, I will then ask a girl. Then she will ask a boy. And so on. As soon as you go, you become the chooser and the asker. Doesn’t matter who you choose, just so long as they haven’t already gone in that particular round. Once everyone goes, the first round is over, and we can start again. Alright. So, what girl’s gonna ask me—”
“Is Olivia your girlfriend?” Sage interrupted. She took the liberty of her crew and asked the question that was very much on each of their minds.
“Seriously? What’s wrong with you girls? No, she’s not, okay?” He laughed a sarcastic laugh. “What a waste of a turn, Sage.” He shook his head.
“We all think you’re lying,” she said.
“Well, that’s your problem, not mine.”
“Asshole.”
Teddy didn’t skip a beat. He continued the game. “Nia. Truth or dare?”
“Why are you picking on her?” Shannon asked.
“I’m not picking on her. Where the hell did that come from, Shannon? No, I know enough about you girls and want to learn more about Nia, that’s all.”
Marcus squirmed next to me. Whereas he probably thought Teddy was trying to hit on her or something, I believed he was doing Marcus a solid by trying to get facts out for him to decide if he was to pursue her or not.
“It’s fine.” Nia put her hand on Shannon’s arm. She looked back across the circle to Teddy. “Truth.”
“Who was your first celebrity crush?”
She gave a small smile after the question was asked and tried to suppress it. She looked up to the sky and let out a long, drawn-out, “Ummm.”
“Oh, I forgot,” Teddy interjected. Nia looked back down at him. “There’s a time limit on answering truths or doing dares. If you don’t do one or the other in fifteen seconds or less, you eat a bug.”
“Nick Carter,” she blurted out immediately. All of the girls nodded their heads in agreement to the man being named, but then shook their heads at the consequences of the fifteen-second time limit.
“Not bad, not bad,” Teddy said. “Now you get to choose.”
Nia’s eyes bounced from the three of ours, back and forth several times. Marcus was so ready for her to choose him; he was sure that they were fated for each other.
“EJ,” she said. I looked over at Marcus, who showed surprise with a sprinkle of anger. Then I looked at EJ, who had surprise on his face with a sprinkle of fear. “Truth or dare?”
 He gulped. “U-u-uh, t-truth?”
“Why did you say that like a question?” Shannon laughed.  All of the other girls laughed, too, and had chattered amongst themselves.
“Truth,” he said in a stronger, yet still high-pitched, voice.
“Who do you think is the most attractive of us girls?”
Nia held no punches. I thought when Teddy said that the game was going to start off slow and easy, we were going to ask each other something like who our favorite Pokémon were. But we were wasting no time in getting to the juicy stuff.
“U-umm, I-I don’t know.”
All of the girls started talking over each other and blasting EJ with different ways of saying “You have to answer”. He didn’t stand a chance.
“Silence! Silence, I say!” Teddy bellowed in a British-like manner—clearly stealing it from a movie or something—and then looked over his shoulders to make sure that the girls’ commotion didn’t arouse the counselors. Once it died down, he looked to EJ. “Ten seconds, EJ. Nine, eight, seven—”
“Shannon.”
The contained emotions of the girls were short-lived; they all started oohing and aahing. Shannon’s face went beet-red. “Shut up!” she snapped. She gave EJ a brief moment of eye contact before looking to the ground.
“Shhh!” My heart was pounding. I looked over my shoulder to make sure we hadn’t gathered the attention of the counselors this time and saw that Danny was still peeking over the stern toward that direction.
“EJ,” Teddy said. “Your turn.”
EJ looked from one girl to the next, but ultimately landed on the one I least expected him to. 
“Shannon…” She looked up at him. Her look was one of “Oh my God, I can’t believe he chose me, especially right after he just told me he liked me”. “T-truth or dare.”
She looked around at the girls as if asking for support in her answer. When none was given, she looked back at EJ, swallowed, and said, “Truth.”
“Do you…um…do you like one of us here?”
All the girls whipped their heads from EJ to Shannon with wide eyes. My mouth was agape. I had no idea he had it in him to ask such a bold question, and to the one he just professed his undying love to. He must have immediately wanted to know if they had a future together.
Shannon hesitated. Teddy started counting down. “Yes,” she finally admitted.
This time, the girls gasped. There was an awkward silence. After some time, Teddy finally spoke up. “Um…Shannon…it’s your turn.”
“Andy. Truth or Dare?”
Of course, it had to be her to ask me…of course. If there was one person in all the world who aimed to embarrass me in one form or another, it was her. She had a vendetta out on me, I swear it.
“Um…truth.” My voice cracked. Everyone started laughing.
“After you and Teddy teamed up on me, saying that I peed in the pool, it’s payback.” The sinister look in her eyes and in her smile scared me to death. “Is it true that you peed your pants in second grade?”
I rocketed a look at Marcus, who made quick eye contact, then went to the ground. Shame. I shook my head in disbelief and anger. You shitgremlin, I thought.
He was the only one who saw it happen on that muggy, hot, late August day. There was less than an hour left before the bell rang, and I needed to go…like bad. The problem was that my second-grade teacher wouldn’t let me. I begged to go, but she said I had to hold it until the end of class—that I would be fine.
Well, I wasn’t fine.
There’s only so much an eight-year-old bladder can hold, and before I knew it, my shorts were wet, and liquid started dripping off of the wooden desk to the floor. I didn’t think anyone else noticed, but when I looked slightly behind me, I saw Marcus make eye contact with me. This was before we became friends. He smiled at me. Crying inside, I smiled back. Part of me thought that because he was new to school, he was just trying to make friends. The other side thought that he knew what had happened and was laughing at me.
For years, I thought that wet secret had died with that day.
I was wrong.






  
  
All eyes were intently on me. I wanted to lie, but there was no way I could pull it off; they would all know, and I’d have to eat bugs anyway. I was cornered. I looked again at Marcus, who was looking up at me again, but looked down yet again. 
“Damn you, Marcus,” I said, punching him in the arm as hard as I could, before turning to face my own damnation. “Yeah, but it wasn’t my fault!” I cried out. Embarrassment doesn’t even come close to how I felt when the deep, dark secret was no longer that; it was public knowledge. “The teacher wouldn’t let me go! She told me that ‘I’d be fine,’ that I could hold it.”
All of the girls, except Layla, howled with laughter. I looked over at Marcus, and he cracked a smile, but glanced at me a third time, and then fought it and took his eyes back to the same place in the ground. 
“I’m done.” I started to get up when Teddy grabbed my arm.
“No, dude, you’re good. Sit back down. It’s not a big deal.”
“Not a big deal?!” Shannon shouted. “That’s literally so embarrassing!”
“Billy Madison once said, ‘Peeing your pants is the coolest.’ I take life advice from him.”
“That’s a movie!” Shannon shouted again. “That doesn’t count.”
“Shut up, Shannon!” Layla scolded. “You’re making a scene—you’re gonna get us caught.”
EJ and I both looked over our shoulders and saw Danny looking back at us, most likely wondering what the hell was going on. He turned back around towards the shelter where we still, by the grace of God, hadn’t attracted attention.
“Let’s move on,” Teddy said. “Andy, pick someone.”
My anger wanted me to seek revenge and shoot an outrageous question, or an even more outrageous dare, right back at Shannon—embarrass the hell out of her. But I couldn’t. I had to pick one of the remaining two girls. I was leaning towards Layla. And I should have gone with Layla, but Sage had laughed just as hard as Shannon when I spilled the beans.
She was the next best thing.
“Sage. Truth or dare?”
“Finally,“ she said. “Bunch of prudes here. I’ll show you how it’s done. Dare.”
“Eat a worm.”
Her smile faded instantly. “What?”
“I dare you to eat a worm.”
All of the girls gasped while all of the boys laughed. EJ was the quietest, while Marcus burst out the loudest.
“Um…no.”
I looked over at Teddy with a questioning look and held my hand out with the palm towards the sky, pointing at her, as if saying “Look what we have here. She’s not playing by the rules.” He nodded in agreement.
“Sage, you have to do it,” he said as he got up and started walking over to the grass. “It’s either a worm or a grasshopper. Your choice.”
Her ice-cold, blue eyes met mine, and under her breath she muttered, “You…asshole. I hate you.”
But I loved me. If I pulled this one off, if I made her eat a worm, it was going to make my day. Payback was a bitch, and Marcus and Shannon were next. Like Santa, I had a list and was checking it twice.
Teddy came back only seconds later with a handful of lightly moist dirt—that and a smile on his face. He set the clump of dirt on the ground right in front of her, and as he walked away, the tail of a worm squiggled into view. It was a plump one. Normally, the skinny ones were what you found out and about, but this was nightcrawler potential.
“Don’t do it, Sage,” said Nia. “You could get sick.”
“She’ll be fine,” Teddy said. “It’s just protein. Pretend you’re a robin.”
Sage sat there, staring at it. And just like when Colton got mad, Sage was starting to turn red. She was contemplating life. She was contemplating how she was going to kill me. She was contemplating what to do. On one hand, it was a worm, and it was disgusting to eat. Could it make her sick? Maybe, but probably not. Would she be known as “The Girl Who Ate The Worm” from here on out? Yeah, probably. I know I wouldn’t let her live it down.
But on the other hand, her reputation was on the line as the leader of the Mean Girls. She couldn’t back down; she was in the spotlight. As much as the girls under her wing would have more than likely been fine with her not engaging in such reckless behavior, equally, some may have seen her as weak.
Although I’d only known the girl for three-ish weeks, I never knew her as the one to back down. She wasn’t going to do it now.
She looked up at me, and maintaining fierce eye contact, grabbed the squiggling thing with her thumb and pointer finger, leaned her head back, and opened wide at the same time she brought her hand up. The girls gasped. I swear, Shannon looked like she was going to faint; her face was going pale white.
Everyone in the circle had mouths open, as if in anticipation of their own worm to be dropped in by Momma Robin.
Sage’s thumb and finger separated.
The worm dropped in.
This was the loudest we’d been all game. No one could contain themselves. Marcus was yelling profanities and laughing. Teddy was clapping and laughing. The girls were all on the verge of vomiting. And EJ and I had our own Lucifer grins on our faces as we saw Sage’s face turn to disgust.
It looked like she was holding it in there, which was a grave mistake if you wanted to get it over with and fast. At the very least, I’m sure she was tasting the dirt and the slime. And to think of the thing squirming in your mouth all the while? She was in hell, no doubt in my mind.
She shook her head, as if saying “Oh hell no”, looked down from the sky, and spit the worm out right in front of me. Some of her spit misted on my face.
“What the hell was—”
There was banging on the plastic behind me. All of the boys shot their heads around to see Danny with fear on his face. We looked beyond him to see Sam and Billy sort of walking in our direction.
“Get up, get up!” I hissed.
We all scattered to different parts of the jungle gym and started playing on random things. Sage was busy spitting out the remnants of the leftover dirt and worm slime.
Billy and Sam stopped, and Billy yelled over to us. “Anybody need to go to the bathroom?”
There was one major difference between Shelter 2 and Shelter 12 when it came to the restroom. At Shelter 12, it was a quick walk across the street to use one. At Shelter 2, the closest public bathroom was about a five-minute walk down one of the many walking paths in the park. Counselors probably didn’t trust us to make the walk on our own, and rightfully so. I mean, look at what we were doing right then and there.
“Nah! We’re good!” Teddy yelled back as he stood atop the helm with the makeshift steering wheel. About six or seven other campers scurried over to Sam and Billy, and they began their trek down the decline, by the pond, and up the hill to the outhouses.
When they were decently out of sight, I went over to Danny to make sure he was alright and to thank him for what he did. He smiled and sat back down behind the stern. 
“I’m done,” Shannon said as we all slowly gathered to where we were before. “They know we’re up to something.”
“No, they don’t,” Teddy said. “You’re bugging out.” 
“I’m not bugging out! It’s a valid concern!”
Teddy glanced at her, rolled his eyes, and then sat back down in the mulch and leaned back on his two arms, legs straight and crossed over. She stood over him while the others started to sit back down.
“Look, if you don’t want to play, that’s fine,” Teddy said, not looking up at her. “Just go keep watch with Danny or sit on the jungle gym. Just don’t go back to the shelter, that will gain attention.”
Shannon opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but then swallowed her words. She walked over and sat down on a built-in plastic bench.
“Alright, where did we leave off?” Teddy asked. “Oh yeah. How did that worm taste?”
“Get gelled,” Sage fumed. Her eyes were pink, and she was sniffling from her nose running. “Anyone bring water?” She looked right at me first. I immediately looked around to everyone else, who looked around to everyone else, but no one had the goods. “Fantastic.”
“It’s your turn, Sage,” Layla said.
“I know it’s my turn. I just want to get this damn taste out of my mouth.”
“Technically,” Teddy said. “You didn’t eat the worm.” 
I looked around to where the worm had been spat out, but it was gone. It must have immediately burrowed itself into the dirt, knowing how close it had been to death. He’d probably heard nightmares about relatives that were taken for fish bait, but to be put in the mouth of a human was another thing entirely—like seeing an extraterrestrial. This worm, once he got back home, had a story to tell and trauma to deal with.
“Well, it’s gone, Teddy. I tasted it. That’s enough.” She looked at me. “You’re lucky as hell that we can’t go backwards. I’d have you eat shit. Literal shit.”
I gulped.
Still looking me dead in the eye, she said, “Marcus,” then looked his way. “Truth or dare?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Dare.”
“Well, well, well,” Sage said. “Guess I’m not the only brave one here. Even though your asshole friend made me put a worm in my mouth, I’m not going to be as cruel…in fact, I’m not going to be cruel at all. I think I’m doing you both a favor.” She smiled an evil, witch smile and said, “I dare you to kiss Nia.”
When their eyes met, they smiled. They were both blushing.
“On the cheek?” Marcus asked.
“No, not on the cheek. On the lips, duh. What are you, stupid or somethin’? Just meet in the middle here.”
Marcus reached into his pocket to get his “drugs.” He slipped one in. He swung his bum leg around to the back, got up on his good knee, and with his hands, crawled forward into the middle of the circle. Nia was already there waiting for him.
They both leaned in, with Marcus only going about twenty-five percent of the way and Nia going the rest. Their eyes closed, and they pretty much missed the mark, but it was a short little peck, so no harm, no foul.
There was applause and whistling all around the circle, all except me. They had both returned to their seats smitten, a brightening in their eyes. I pretended a singular clap, but then made it look more like I was dusting my hands off. Then back to fiddling with mulch sticks I went.
There was now only one of us left who hadn’t gone.
“Layla,” Marcus said. “Truth or dare?”
She glanced around, then up at the sky, and took a deep breath. “Screw it. Dare.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.” Marcus grinned. He must have had this planned for ages; he was just looking for the right moment. “I dare you to kiss Andy on the lips…” he paused as everyone made more noise. God, we were immature. “But!” That got everyone’s attention to calm back down. “But…I want you to recreate the scene from Titanic with Jack and Rose. You know, the ‘Jack, I’m flying’ one.”
Every time I thought the noise and laughter from the group couldn’t get any louder, it was bested. It’s like when your group of friends gets together for drinks. The first couple of beverages go down smoothly, and everyone stays mostly subdued. Loosened, but subdued. But then, as Jagerbombs and SoCo Limes and tequila shots are introduced into the mix, words start slurring, and volume control gets broken, rendered useless. What started as a cordial get-together quickly turned into sloppy, poor decisions, loud life stories, and million dollar ideas.
Much the same with the crescendoing of this game.
What did I do to deserve all of this? I was getting the short end of the stick every…single…time.
Yeah, okay, I made Sage eat a worm. So what? There can be some karma attributed to that…maybe. But before that? I didn’t do nothin’ to deserve the leaked classified documents of my second-grade accident. And I sure as hell didn’t deserve to be made a fool by imitating that stupid scene from that stupid movie. The silver lining was that it was Layla, but still. This was how my first kiss was going to play out? Why couldn’t he just have had me lean across the circle like he just did?
So, yeah. I had the “woe is me” mentality. Sue me.
Teddy started singing it.
Yeah…it. You know, that incredibly popular epic from Titanic—the one that starts out talking about dreams? That's exactly the part he started singing, too. All of the girls besides Layla joined in. Laughter and singing held hands in tandem.
I turned to Marcus. “I really hate you right now.”
“What? I’m doing you a favor.”
“Not like this. Not like this.”
He reached back into his shorts and pulled out the Listerine Strips. “If it’s any consolation. Here, take one.”
“Constolation?” I’d never heard that word before. It sounded aggressive, yet he was giving me something that I’d wanted not twenty minutes earlier.
“Con-sol-ation. I’m consoling you. Just…take one.”
My grubby pointer finger went in there aggressively, matching the tone of that new word.
“Just one, man! Damn!”
That got everyone’s attention. The singing stopped. Not wanting to be seen with the drugs, I quickly put the strip on my tongue and…blast off. Stings. It wasn’t to the same degree as Altoids, but it was up there. It was strong. It was refreshing. It was ice cold. And just like the popular competitor, Ice Breakers and their Liquid Ice, I felt like I could freeze someone to death with my breath. I loved it. Mentos were so 2002. Listerine Strips were 2003.
“Marcus, what was that?” Sage asked.
He ignored her and glanced back and forth from Layla to me. “You guys ready?”
I looked over at Layla, who I could tell was nervous; her eyes were wide, and she was fidgety. Who won the most nervous award still would have gone to me, but it was good to know that I wasn’t the only one.
I stood up first.
Silence fell on the land.
Like Prince Freakin’ Charming, I went over to her and grabbed her hand to help her up. Where that came from, I had no idea. Besides what I’d seen in Cinderella, I had no sense whatsoever of romance and chivalry. But it seemed right.
We walked over to the bow, and she got in front of me. By this point, my legs were jello. My heart was a hammer, and I was having hot flashes. I rubbed my moist palms onto my shorts.
She put her arms out like a cross as I went out to grab both of her hands with mine, the sweat instantly coming back to my palms.
Was I excited for it? Absolutely. But I equally wanted to get it over with. Her head turned back to me, and I started to lean in.
“Wait!” Marcus shouted. Both of us backed out. “Layla, you have to say ‘Andy, I’m flying.’”
She took her hands out of mine and turned around to him. “Hell no! You can’t just keep adding to it. You already have us doing this stupid thing. I’m not doing anything more.”
“Oh, come on, Layla. It’ll be funny,” Shannon said from her lone bench outside of the circle.
“No!” Layla put her arms back out, and when I grabbed her hands once again, in a hushed voice, she said, “Hurry, let’s get this over with.”
Once again, Teddy started singing with the whole group backing him up for a second time. Amongst the singing, Sage blurted out,“Hold it for five seconds!”
“No!” Layla shouted.
Then she made eye contact with me briefly before our attention went to each other’s lips.
We went in.
Unlike Marcus’s pathetic and terrible aim, we were spot on. Our lips collided in a soft smush. It was a weird feeling, but it was electric.
“Five…four…” everyone started counting down. I’m surprised Layla stayed with it. “Three…two…one.”
Those five seconds were excruciatingly lovely. I’d thought that I’d wanted to get it over with the fastest—faster than her. But when it was through, she made no hesitation to slip out of my hands’ grasp and scurry back to the circle, leaving me there wanting more.
She didn’t smile at me afterwards. She didn’t even look me in the eyes. I even thought I may have seen her wipe off her hands on her shorts as she sat back down. I definitely saw her take the back of her arm and wipe it across her mouth. All of that made me feel fantastic. On one hand, I’d had my first kiss. On the other, it seemed my kissee hated every second of it.
I hadn’t even gotten a chance to sit back down when there was again loud banging on the stern. I looked through the jungle gym and saw Danny running towards us from the other side. This time, everyone in the circle was classically conditioned; they all rocketed up and ran to all the different play areas.
After Danny ducked under the crawling tube that connected the two sides of the jungle gym, he looked directly at me and pointed back towards the shelter. When I looked over in that direction, it was Chrissy and Lawrence that I saw. They were already halfway to us. Either Danny had zoned out and not seen them until the last second, or they had walked briskly over to us, surely trying to catch us in the act.
Like the popular meme with Ben Affleck smoking a cigarette with eyes closed as if utterly defeated in life, so did I do the same…just without the cigarette. I’d lasted two days without an incident. Two. Days. I was done for.
“What’s up, y’all?” Chrissy asked in a bubbly way. She had a beaming and contagious smile on her face. “Whatcha y’all doin’?” There were only audible mumbles as answers. “I see. Well, it’s almost lunch. Go ahead and start heading back that way. Andrew. Stay with us a second, please.”
They saw it all. I’m done.
Everyone started walking back together. EJ, Marcus, and Danny all peered over their shoulders at me, nervous for the state in which I would return…or not return.
“Lawrence and I had got to talking about Monday,” Chrissy started. “I was in a bad mood that day, and if I took it out on you, I apologize. You did the right thing. Yeah, the pool can be strict, but we would have fought for you in this scenario. These kids were bullies, and you stood up for someone you didn’t even know. As Lawrence said, that’s noble of you.”
I didn’t say anything but just looked at the ground and kicked.
“Look at me,” she said in a calm voice. I looked up. “I think I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it again—we like you here, Andrew. You’re starting to come out of your shell, and we’re seeing that it’s having a positive impact on those around you—it brings out the best in them. We’re also very pleased that you have Danny hanging around with you. He’s a quiet one, as I’m sure you’re aware, and he doesn’t really have any friends here yet.” She paused for a second to catch her breath. “Anyways, that’s all. Let’s go get lunch.”






  
  
“You put mustard in it!” he said after he spit out the mouthful. He threw it down on the table with disgust. 
You’re damn right I did, I thought to myself.
“Huh?” I tried my best to play dumb, but I was a terrible liar.
“Don’t play dumb! You’re smiling—I can see you!”
I’m so glad that I learned one of Marcus’s kryptonites. And it was only fair that I’d used it on this particular day. We’d once put it in his soup during the cold winter months in our school cafeteria, and he’d had a similar reaction. Only I at Crossroads knew of his utter hatred for the yellow condiment known as mustard. So, as much as I tried to lie and hide the billowing laughter in my lungs, it was of no use. He knew it was me.
While Marcus had been preoccupied with flirting with Nia, I went in for the kill. EJ supplied me with two of his five mustard packets that his mom packed in his lunch. He was reluctant at first, because he usually used all five for his ham and cheese sandwich, and he was also already in a pissy mood because he hadn’t gotten to kiss anyone. So, I bargained with my full bag of Doritos. He accepted.
Marcus had already taken one bite of his PB&J, so I knew he wouldn’t expect a thing; it was already safe to him—no foreign agents currently mixed in.
Because I was sitting diagonally from him and he was turning the opposite way and giving his full attention to Nia, I slid my arms stealthily across the table—one with the mustard packets and one to split the sandwich—and jabbed the packets perfectly in between the backside of the sandwich. I squeezed with all of my might.
And just like that, the task was done. No one else at the table besides EJ and Danny had seen my work. Not Sage. Not Shannon. Not Teddy, Layla, or Nia.
Like a ninja.
I looked back at EJ and Danny, who had the biggest grins on their faces. I put one finger up to my mouth to shush them, then I tried my best to do the same, but I was cracking at the seams. 
“Dude, there’s so much of it!” Marcus opened up his sandwich to showcase the Jackson Pollock brilliance I created of peanut butter brown, raspberry red, and mustard yellow, swirled in a MoMA worthy fashion. Not sure how I did that. I guess I missed my calling.
Marcus started spitting on the ground behind him, and chugging water and rinsing and repeating. Curse words were coming out in between.
When the others found out what I’d done, they started laughing. That was until I said that those who made me divulge my deep secrets and embarrass me during the game, were also on my list—that something would happen in the same form or fashion when they least expected it. That’s the worst kind of anticipation: waiting for something bad that may or may not happen.
But for now, one piece of karma had been served.
Proud of my accomplishment, I looked off into the distance, in the same direction as Danny, who was busy stuffing his face with the second Zebra Cake. He was smiling.
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The mornings by the end of the third week of June, although still cool, were slowly but surely losing their chill from early June. We still had temperatures in the low sixties, but they were a much softer sixty than that first week. And they were short-lived anyway; by nine, the sun was already stretching its wings and rapidly heating up the land under it. It was almost pointless to bring a hoodie or a zip-up sweatshirt; it would just be dead weight in an hour. My speakers were of more importance anyway. 
“Sorry I took so long, gents. I needed to buy more CDs and just couldn’t get around to it.” When all of us but Danny had gotten to camp—he was too young for it anyway—we were all given a burned CD from Lawrence. It was a gold Memorex, and written with a Sharpie was “The Arnold Mix.”
This was the coolest thing ever—one of my favorite moments from being thirteen. Because right then and there, Lawrence became our friend. Like, truly, our friend. I’d quickly learned, two years later, that when you’re walking the senior hallway at high school as a freshman, those seventeen and eighteen-year-olds hate your guts. It was just a known fact that anyone two, three, or four years older than you is your enemy. So, when Lawrence solidified our friendship—him eighteen, almost nineteen—by giving us these burned CDs that he’d promised and I’d half expected never to happen, I was floored.
“Thank you.” I’m sure I looked as excited as Merry Brandybuck when he was named an Esquire of Rohan.
“Of course. All of the tracks are the same, and there are some good ones on there.”
“Arnold’s Pizza Shop?” I asked.
He smiled. “Definitely. Couldn’t forget that one. There are some prank calls with his soundboard, too, and some of my favorite songs, including ‘Dream On.’ After our chat yesterday, I had to add that one for you, Andy.”
The day before, at the pool, while waiting to load the bus, out front and up against the side of the building, Lawrence and I had talked about The Eminem Show, in particular the song “Sing For The Moment”. I told him how much I loved it, and he agreed it was a good song, but said he liked the original more. I didn’t know what he meant.
“Sing For The Moment samples Aerosmith’s ‘Dream On,’” he said. “Eminem’s version is good, but Aerosmith’s is way better.”
Because he didn’t have any CDs on him at the time, and because I clearly didn’t have Aerosmith in my musical rolodex, I had to take his word for it.
Until now.
“Enjoy, gents.” Lawrence grinned and walked back to the counselor’s table.
While we waited for camp to start and for us to all go our separate ways, I popped in the CD and plugged in one of my speakers. Making sure the volume was first turned all the way down before hitting the on button, I slowly cranked it up after the red “on” light was illuminated, and the sound of a phone ringing came through it. We all leaned in closely.
“Hello?” the first voice said.
“Howdy, stranger.” It was Arnold’s voice.
Ebaumsworld soundboard.
One of the website’s pearls, along with the cartoon skits “Star Wars Gangsta Rap,” “Peanut Butter Jelly Time,” and eventually “End of Ze World,” and the ever so catchy “Milk and Cereal” song, was its celebrity soundboards. Jack Black, Sling Blade, and many others, with sound clips of their famous sayings and quotes from movies, were at your disposal with the click of a mouse. Put your phone up next to the computer speaker, *67 call someone (blocking your number on caller ID), and use the sound clips to prank call the person you loved, or hated, the most.
And the most famous and popular voice of all, used by millions of dipshits like us across the country? Yeah, you guessed it.
“How are you?”
There had been a long pause as the person on the other line was clearly confused as to why someone who sounded like Arnold Schwarzenegger was calling. “F-f-fine? Who is this?”
“I’m a cop, you idiot!”
We all started snickering.
“A-a cop? Did I do anything wr—”
“I want to ask you a bunch of questions, and I want to have them answered immediately. Who is your daddy and what does he do?”
“My…my daddy? Are you sure you don’t have the wrong number…Officer…?” Whereas, the man on the other line was clearly confused as to the bizarre situation he found himself in, to my surprise, he still had no idea that these were actually sound clips from movies; the prank caller was able to choose the right clips perfectly in order to have a somewhat realistic conversation. 
“Come on, don’t bullshit me. I’m Detective John Kimble!”
“John…Kimble? What police department?”
“Stop it!”
By this point in the prank call, we were hollering with laughter. It was too freakin’ funny.
“What are you boys listening to now?” Chrissy yelled over to us.
“Nothing!” Teddy yelled back.
“Mhmm.” She shook her head, but with a smile, and started hounding Lawrence about what he’d done to us.
There were about six or seven of these ridiculous prank phone calls that were on this CD, all featuring the Terminator himself. And they were give us all sorts of ideas of what we could do; we had yet to enter into the world of *67, but we were about ready to.






  
  
“What’s the name of the website, again?!” EJ yelled as I was in the bathroom. 
“Ebaumsworld!”
We were downstairs in Colton’s basement—EJ, Colton, Marcus, and I. Bandit was napping at Colton’s feet. Except for Marcus’s, all of our parents were over at EJ’s having cocktails and other libations. That left us with the whole landline to ourselves, as long as Krista, who was upstairs in her room, wasn’t using it.
We’d taken one of the wireless phones and rubber-banded it to one of the computer speakers. With another handheld, we used that to dial the number, put it on speaker, and listen to the whole conversation of both parties. It was a whole operation.
“Hurry up!” Colton yelled. “We’ll start without—”
His voice was drowned out by the flush and the subsequent turn on of the faucet. Due to their incredible impatience, I skipped the soap and just cold-washed my hands. Shannon would have thrown a fit if she’d seen that.
“Patience is a virtue,” I sang. I learned that one from The Mummy. I walked back down the hall and into the back office. Ebaumsworld was pulled up on the computer, and Colton was flipping through the Pond Pointe directory.
“What’s Phoenix’s last name?” Colton asked.
“I don’t know, Asswipe?” EJ said.
Colton whipped his head around to EJ, “You call me an asswipe?! Watch your mouth.”
“No, man. I was saying that that was probably his last name.”
“Oh.” He went back to flipping through.
“Don’t you have a yearbook around here somewhere?” I asked. “That’s how we always find people at EJ’s.”
“True.” Colton went running out of the room and up all of the flights of stairs (three total). Bandit chased after him, both of their loud footsteps fading out as they hit the hallway to both his room and Krista’s. Faintly, we could hear arguing all the way up there; the three of us looked at each other and chuckled.
While we waited, we practiced. EJ had the controls of the mouse, and first, we acquainted ourselves with all of the different things you could say. For Arnold’s soundboard, there were about thirty different sound bits.
“Do that one!” Marcus commanded, pointing to “One of us is in deep trouble.” We all laughed. And of course, we found all of the ones that were littered throughout our “Arnold Mix” CDs. We came to the conclusion that, instead of starting out strong with something like “I’m a cop, you idiot”—like we wanted to—we should start like a normal conversation, just like the prank calls on the CD. With our excitement over the whole thing, we could easily screw it up by starting out with something that would scream prank call. We couldn’t have that. Although we were amateurs at this new…endeavor…we needed to become pros…fast.
“You didn’t tell your sister we were prank calling him, did you?” EJ asked when Colton and Bandit got back down to us.
Colton gave him a dumb look. “Now why on God’s green earth would I do that?”
“I don’t know. Just making sure. Sheesh.”
Colton shook his head as he opened the yearbook and started flipping through the pages. He found eighth grade. Marcus and I leaned in to help him search for the face and/or name. With around three hundred kids in the class, we were either going to be lucky and find him right away, or it could take a while.
It turned out to be somewhere in the middle.
“You’re kidding me!” Marcus said. He burst out laughing. “This fool is straight out of Harry Potter.”
Longbottom. His last name was Longbottom.
“This is wild,” Marcus continued. “Quite literally, the next Harry Potter book, Order of the Phoenix, comes out tomorrow.”
“No way. You’re lying,” I said.
“I couldn’t make this shit up if I tried. This has to be a sign.”
“A sign for what?” EJ asked.
“I don’t know. That he’s Neville’s older Mudblood brother and a member of Slytherin or something?” Marcus said sarcastically.
There was no lie there, no means to argue that point. Phoenix was, without a doubt, a Slytherin. Whether he was Neville’s brother or not, well, that was up for interpretation. But with spiked hair, spike chain choker necklace, and those long, flared out, black jeans, he would be the first one to party in Slytherin’s hall after kicking Ravenclaw’s ass in Quidditch. Slytherin could never beat Gryfinndor. 
“Found it.” Colton was holding his finger down on the number in the subdivision’s directory, as he'd gone back to it from the yearbook. “Give me the mouse.”
It was still in EJ’s hand. He looked at me before he started to slowly push back from the computer in his rolling chair.
“No way, let me do it,” I said. “I’ve studied these prank calls. You haven’t.”
“My house, my rules.”
“Colton, come on, man. Please.”
He looked at Marcus, then at EJ, then back to me. “Fine. But I’m doing Carlos’s.”
“Deal.”
“Don’t forget to use *67,” EJ told Colton.
With Marcus and EJ taking the back seats, I scooted into the driver’s, with Colton right next to me. “Tell me when,” he said. He put one finger on the cordless phone’s on button that was rubber-banded to the computer speaker. He had the second cordless phone next to the directory out in front of him on the desk.
I took a deep breath, rolled my head around a couple of times, and cracked my knuckles. I looked up at the screen and familiarized myself one last time with the order of the sound clips. I found my starting point and where I would try to lead the conversation. The problem was that none of these clips were in any logical order—like openers, conversation points, and goodbyes—they were scattered throughout.
I looked Colton in the eyes and nodded. He turned on the rubberbanded phone and then the second one out in front of him, the latter in which he put on speaker.
Dialtone. He started typing.
*67-913-555-2436.
It started ringing.
The room was dead silent, all except my heart thumping.
After two rings, there was an answer.






  
  
“Hello?” It was Phoenix’s mom. I hadn’t known her name before that night, but the directory told us all that it was Nancy. 
“Yes, is Phoenix there?” Colton asked. It was lucky that Colton was on top of it like that, because I had completely glossed over the chance of someone else answering the phone besides Phoenix, and what we’d do. We didn’t want to use the soundboard on his innocent mother.
“Yes, of course,” she said politely. “Phoenix! Phone call!”
Even just from the sound of her voice, she seemed like a sweetheart. How she spawned a devil son was a question I would ask for another decade.
Another five seconds of silence before another phone came on the line. “Got it, Mom.” The first line went off.
“Hello?” he said.
“You son of a bitch.” The iconic line from the 1987 classic, Predator, was absolutely not supposed to be the first clip I was to use. But it was right next to “How are you?” and my finger was trigger-happy. Marcus, behind me, snorted out snot with his laughter at my colossal screw up.
“What?!” Phoenix shouted.
I had to figure out a way to rectify myself. I pressed what I originally meant to press. “How are you?”
There was no answer.
“I’m Detective John Kimble!” Arnold said.
“Who?”
“John Kimble! I’m a cop, you idiot!” There was no going back now. With this second insult, there was no choice but to go all in, and it needed to be now. “Who told you you could eat my cookies?”
Marcus and EJ both snorted, but Colton somehow kept his composure, just smiling.
More silence on the other end. Either Phoenix was now petrified because a cop was calling to catch him on his surely illegal activity, like stealing cookies, or he was easily catching on.
“Answer the question!”
“Alright, I don’t know who this is, but when I find out, you’re dead.”
“I don’t like you using foul language,” Arnold said, in a much calmer tone. More snickering behind me.
“I’ll say whatever I want to say! Especially to some punk ass prank callers! You think you can fool me?”
It was time to bring out the big guns. The conversation was going to end abruptly, I could tell; I had to get just one more in there.
“But I hope you leave enough room for my fist because I’m going to ram it into your stomach!”
There was no way the dam was going to keep it back any longer; we all started erupting in laughter, especially Marcus. He was howling. Colton quickly turned off both phones and, in between his own laughs, said, “Been studying prank calls, huh? Had to start off with ‘You son of a bitch,’ huh?”
“This soundboard is in terrible order! Whoever made it is a dumbass,” I replied.
“I thought it was perfect!” Marcus leaned back in his chair again and let out a deep belly laugh. “What an opener!”
The phone rang.
We all shuddered. The first person I made eye contact with was Colton.
“There’s no way,” I half-whispered to myself and half to him.
“I thought you said *67 protected us!” Colton shouted.
“That’s what Lawrence told us! Don’t get mad at me.”
The phone kept ringing.
“Just let it ring,” EJ said. “Let it go to voicemail.”
“I can’t!” Colton said. “If I do, they’ll hear the answering machine and know it’s us!”
I should have prefaced this by saying, on the flip side of *67 was the great equalizer…kind of. Whereas *67 was the phone number protector, *69 was the Uno Reverse.
Before caller IDs were invented, there had to be a way in which you could call back the number that called you, like if they didn’t leave you their number…and especially if it was a prank caller.  By 2003, though, almost everyone had caller ID. That’s why we used *67 to hide, as *69 only worked if the caller hadn’t used it…or so we thought.
“Colton!” There was a yell from way upstairs. “Where the hell are the phones?!”
He didn’t answer her. Instead, he looked intently at the phone book and cross-checked the number we’d just dialed and the one that was on the phone. I leaned in myself and saw that the number was without a doubt a number in the neighborhood; they all had roughly the same first three numbers after the area code.
Colton started laughing.
“Jesus. Relax, everyone.”
On one of the last rings, he answered.
“Hello?”
We all listened intently to see if we could catch any sound of the voice to figure out who it could be.
“Yeah, come on over,” Colton said. “Okay, bye.” He hung up. “It was Connor. He and Kaitlyn are coming over.”
We all leaned back in our chairs and deflated. Ten seconds passed with silence, and then Marcus started laughing again. I looked at EJ. We both joined in.
I won’t lie, my heart about stopped. And I didn’t want to blame Lawrence for giving us false information, but for a split second, I was pissed at him. We hadn’t heard of *67 before he told us about it and I was debating on calling him out for lying to us.
True to my word, I let Colton get in the driver’s seat. Because I’d carpooled with Carlos for those two years, I knew his last name, Mendoza. I flipped through the directory, and right when I found his name, the doorbell rang.
Colton looked confused. “What? Can’t be. They told me they’d be here in like twenty minutes.” He grabbed Bandit by the collar before he could rocket out of the room. Regardless, he was barking up a storm. “Andy, hold onto him. I think Connor’s still somewhat afraid of him.”
Colton ran up the stairs, and in a slower, yet still at a brisk pace, we all followed, with Marcus bringing up the rear. Bandit was salivating, foaming.
In the main area of the basement and at the bottom of the stairs (which gave us a perfect view of the front door), we looked up. The first thing I saw was Colton looking up the second flight of stairs, pissed; Krista was at the top of them, coming down.
“What the hell’s he doing here?” he shouted.






  
  
“Just open the door!” Krista yelled as she ran down the stairs. 
“No!”
When Krista reached the bottom landing, Colton was guarding the front door and keeping her from it. “Get out of my way, Colton!”
She was too strong for him to handle, and after a brief slapping match, she boxed him out and opened the door. The person was facing the other way—all we could see was his back. All we could see was black. With the flick of a cigarette, he turned around to face us.
Of course, it was him. Murphy’s Law.
“Get lost, asshat.” Colton was behind Krista and peering over her shoulder while simultaneously trying to push the door closed. With half of her weight, Krista was propped up against it, trying to give an opening for him to come through. All the while, Bandit continued to bark. 
“You don’t know, do ya?” Phoenix smirked. “Aww, babe. You didn’t tell him?”
“Get away from the door, Colton! Let him in!” Krista commanded.
“No! And tell me what?” 
“Doesn’t matter! Just let…him…in!” And with that, she shoved him aside with ease, and Phoenix came through the threshold. Colton, after gathering himself from the shove, tried to get back to the door, but it was too late.
When his black boots were firmly planted inside, he looked down at me. His grey eyes met mine, and his smugness remained. “Hello, Andy. What a pleasant surprise.”
Colton moved in front of Phoenix, to where they were basically chest to chest—more like face to chest, as Phoenix had a good foot in height over him.
“Jesus, Colton—just move! Move!” Krista barked.
“No! Tell me!”
The silence was crippling, as we all stood there waiting for the confirmation of the answer we’d been anticipating but wanted to deny. Even Bandit had stopped barking because even he wanted to know. Not that she was our close friend, but she was the sister of our close friend. If she did what we thought she did, it was treason.
After a long five seconds, she finally answered. “We’re dating.”
We all stood there dumbfounded. Denial set in. How could she? He was a complete scumbag. Bottom of the barrel filth. Stankest of stank. And she liked him?!
“The hell you are!” Colton said. “I won’t allow it.”
“Shut up. Get out of his way.”
“There is no way Dad is okay with this.”
She didn’t answer. Instead, she pushed him out of the way again. Colton was probably so in shock that this time, he easily let her. “Sorry about that,” she said to Phoenix as she turned towards the stairs. “Come up to my room.”
Instead of following her, though, he stayed there looking down at us. “I knew it all along,” he said.
“What, babe?” Krista asked when she turned back around.
Phoenix looked away from us and back to her. “That it was your brother and his shithead friends that just prank-called me.”
Krista shot a glance over to Colton, then down to us, before returning to Colton. “Seriously?! Is that why all the phones are missing?”
“I heard all of those little shits giggling in the background as they used like some Arnold Schwarzenegger voice or something.”
“We didn’t prank call you,” Colton said. “Why would we waste time with your illiterate ass? Didn’t you almost flunk out, Longbottom? With that last name, you probably should have been home-schooled.”
“That’s it—”
“Colton!” Krista yelled as Phoenix started moving his way. Krista got in between them as Colton started to stumble backwards. She then pleaded to Phoenix. “I’m so sorry, babe. Let’s just go upstairs. Forget them. Just come hang out with me.”
The tension was boiling. Krista was the ice to cool it, but only so much. My heart was fluttering in anticipation, and my grip was aching from holding Bandit back, who was now just growling.
Phoenix gave her his full attention and, in a soft voice, said, “But, babe, you don’t understand. It’s that prick that ratted me out and got me grounded.” He pointed directly at me. “And I have to do something about it. It won’t take long.”
“I didn’t rat you out!” I cried, my voice cracking in the process. All three of them looked down at me, still at the foot of the basement steps.
“Aww,” Phoenix mocked. “Are you going to cry, whittle man?”
“Andy. Leave. Go home,” Krista said.
“The hell he is! He’s not going anywhere!” Colton said. “Phoenix will only be a blink in your sad, pathetic life. Andy’s my friend and will continue to be long after that piss ant is gone.”
Like the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, this response was the spark that lit the powder keg into all-out war. With his long arms, Phoenix swung around the head of the shorter Krista and slapped Colton in the face. Colton then went Ginger Super Saiyan and pushed Krista to the stairs that went up, where she stumbled onto them. He then landed a perfect gut punch into Phoenix just as Bandit yanked out of my grasp, pulling me down to the floor, and my arm briefly out of my socket. The shepherd took the six or seven steps in two gallops, where he then ran past Colton, who had already been hit again in the face and pushed to the ground, and lunged at Phoenix.
Phoenix parried the lunge and pushed Bandit in mid-air into the side living room just off the doorway threshold. From my vantage point, I couldn’t see what happened to Bandit—the second row of stairs blocked my view—but in no time, Bandit was back in the frame, this time hitting the bullseye: the sleeve of Phoenix’s black leather jacket. He latched down on it with K9 unit force. Phoenix tried to fling him off by waving his arm back and forth, but the dog wasn’t letting go. Phoenix started punching him.
By this point, all of us were up the stairs, and Krista was trying to grab Bandit’s collar as he was still being flung around, and Phoenix was desperately trying to get his jacket off.
It was the opportune time.
With a running start, I wound up a haymaker with my left hand and let it fly with all my might. The inside of my knuckles met Phoenix’s right ear. He stumbled, but didn’t drop. His free hand went up to the area I hit and he cursed at me. As I jumped back, he briefly made eye contact with me before his attention turned back to that of the dog.
Krista, seeing that there was no other way to get Bandit off of him, pushed Phoenix toward the door, all while firmly grasping Bandit’s collar. “Go outside, I’ll keep Bandit in. Then take your jacket off.”
Colton and I bounced around at the ready for another shot at Phoenix, but any more opportunities were over. As soon as the door closed on Phoenix’s arm, he slipped out of his jacket, and the door closed on the rest of it. Confused, Bandit let go.
As she kept the door pinned shut, Krista yelled at Colton, “Grab Bandit!”
“No!”
At the top of her lungs, she screamed, “Colton! Grab Bandit now!”
This time, Colton obeyed; he grabbed Bandit by the collar and pulled him away from the door. When he was far enough back, Krista slipped outside with the jacket and slammed the door behind her.
“Mom and Dad are going to be so disappointed, Krista!” Colton yelled. I’m sure she heard the response, but there were none given back. “Good boy, Bandit,” he then said, as he started petting the panting dog.
“Dude, you landed that punch perfectly,” EJ said to me.
“Did I?”
“Um, yeah. You looked like a boxer.”
The words were flattering. At that moment, I thought I was going to be the next Muhammad Ali or Mike Tyson. In my room, I even had an Adidas poster of “The Louisville Lip” that read “Impossible Is Nothing,” a classic quote from the legend. Maybe my haymaker past was setting up my heavyweight future.
Yeah, probably not.
Just then, the doorbell rang again. Bandit scurried out of Colton’s hands and again started barking. “Oh, for God’s sake. Bandit!” Colton said.
We looked through the side window and saw Kaitlyn and Connor. Connor was standing back from the door with a nervous look.
“Andy, grab Bandit again.”
I grabbed Bandit by the collar and took him into the side living room. As soon as the twins came inside, Bandit stopped barking, and I let him out of my grasp for him to sniff them both. Kaitlyn started petting him right away, while Connor stood there stiff as a board as he started to get sniffed. Then, still panting from all of the excitement, Bandit got into a play stance, with his butt way up high and his front legs and head close to the ground.
“Bandit,” I whispered. He came running over, zooming back and forth as I started to play roughly with him.
“Was that Krista and Phoenix?” Kaitlyn asked. “We saw two people leaving the driveway, holding hands. It looked like Phoenix.”
“Yeah, you just missed it,” EJ said. “Bandit about took his arm off.”
“Wish he had,” Colton added.
“Wait, what?” Kaitlyn asked.
Colton filled the twins in on what had just transpired. You could see them smile and the twinkle in their eyes as they went from prank calling to his arrival to Bandit leaping into action. Although he didn’t pet Bandit, Connor ended up saying “Good Boy” while Kaitlyn started petting him and saying the same thing. The old boy was happy as a clam with all of the praise he was getting for his heroic and valorous actions.
The door opened yet again, this time it was the return of Krista. Everyone went silent.
“Alright,” Krista said, looking at Colton. “I won’t tell Mom and Dad about you prank-calling if you don’t tell them about Phoenix. Is that fair?”
I didn’t want him to make the deal. If my parents found out I was prank-calling, it probably wouldn’t be the end of the world. It most likely wouldn’t be for any of us. Most of our parents had a good sense of humor and would think it was all in good fun.
So yeah, I didn’t want Colton to make the deal. I wanted his parents to find out about this disgusting romance and end it right away. I wanted Colton’s Dad to arrest Phoenix just for being Phoenix.
But Colton surprised us all when he agreed to terms.
Krista went running back up to her room and slammed the door. After a silence of confusion and equally of dismay, I asked, “Sooo…should we prank call Carlos now?”
“Hell yeah,” EJ and Marcus said in tandem.
We all went back down into the prank caller’s lair.
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At first, I felt assaulted. Overwhelmed. Engulfed in a fierce flood of fragrance. Then came the thumping of a “four on the floor” house track. It rattled in my chest and vibrated my throat. Ten seconds after it began, however, I started to dig it. I started to dig the dim lights, the beach babes in bikinis up on posters on the wall, and of course, the clothing. 
Abercrombie & Fitch.
I’d finally made it. After all of the talk and all of the daydreaming about it, and after seeing all of the celebrities on MTV—like Nick Lachey—who constantly rocked it, I’d finally stepped foot in one. For a thirteen-year-old in the early 2000s, it was the most badass place to be. Sure, Hollister, Aeropostale, and American Eagle were close in the competition, but Abercrombie stood at the top of the mountain.
There was so much to choose from: cargo shorts, ripped and bleached jeans, polos with huge popped collars, above-the-knee swim trunks, red zip-up hoodies, and dozens of styles of tees with stitched-on lettering that just read “Abercrombie & Finch.” On the girls’ side, there were sundresses and crop tops and mini-skirts and bikinis and ripped, denim short shorts. I immediately thought of the song “Summer Girls” by LFO…and Monica Schneider.
If you weren’t deep in the zone, looking at what to buy, you were distracted by the black and white ads, just like the beach babes at the entrance. Each photo was a different scene. In one, there were young men with their shirts off, just wearing jeans and flaunting their abs of steel and jaw lines with deep shadows underneath. In another, young, blonde, and brunette women wore the ripped short shorts I’d seen in-store and had on tight white tank tops. In others, they were all mingling together, the boys and girls—laughing and touching and lying down or running together.
I wanted to be like them. No, I wanted to be them. I wanted to be an Abercrombie model or at least be able to work at the store. I wanted the confidence that the men exuded around these drop-dead gorgeous women. I wanted to be comfortable in my own skin while wearing the hottest fashion of clothing. I wanted to be popular. I wanted to go back to school in August, a new man.
It was apparent that I wasn’t the only one.
The place was packed; there were dozens of what looked like high school-aged boys and girls, as well as middle schoolers with their parents, like me. Most of the younger ones looked like deer in the headlights, not knowing what to choose; they looked as if they were searching for their new identity in the world, not satisfied with who they currently were. An Abercrombie shirt or pair of ripped jeans would fix that.
The store was fully staffed with each one of their model-material “sales associates” circling customers like sharks, to get that ever-awarding twenty-percent commission. Some of the girls smacked gum while they led an otherwise insecure girl to a rack of short skirts. “You’ll look so cute in them,” they’d say. The boys would direct other boys straight to the Fierce Cologne. “Girls love the smell of this stuff. It’s what you smelled when you walked in. You like it, right? Well, yeah, girls absolutely love Fierce. We have a deal on them now for twenty-five bucks.”
Created by one, Christophe Laudamiel, in 2002, Fierce Cologne became an accidental, yet massive success. Not in his wildest imagination did Christophe ever think that his formulated scent would shake the early 2000s as it did; his background was in fabric softeners. He thought that cologne formulation was for the ritzy and for the ones who had contacts at Dolce and Gabbana or Chanel. But when nobody took a small job formulating a perfume for Abercrombie & Fitch, he took it. The rest, as they say, is history. 
Yeah, I was sold. 
Twenty-five bucks for a bottle of this aphrodisiac elixir, and twenty-five bucks for a very simple tee. It was burgundy red and grey.
But before I checked out completely, there next to the register was a rack with puka shell necklaces. I grabbed two. Although EJ and I had clearly made amends since my blowout at him at the pool for not backing me up, I figured it would be the right thing to buy him a necklace, as he really wanted one, too.
“That’ll be $77.43,” the tanned clerk said.
“Uh, what?”
“That’ll be $77.43.”
I looked at my mom, and she shrugged back. “It’s your money.”
Yeah, it was my money, but damn, it was four freakin’ things! That depleted all that I’d earned from mowing our lawn the first three weeks of summer, plus seventeen more dollars. Nonetheless, I reluctantly opened my wallet and pulled out four twenty-dollar bills. I hesitated while handing them over. The clerk, on the other hand, snatched them without remorse.
When I walked out the front of the store, paper bag in hand, that again, had a model plastered on it, I felt…different. Although my wallet was substantially lighter, I had a smile on my face and a pep in my step. Camp was not prepared for this new Abercrombie model.
As we were walking toward the exit of the mall, a display caught my eye, and I wish it hadn’t. Why? Because the high I was already on was lost. I’d been slapped back into reality with the fact that I wasn’t all there yet. There were more steps to be had in my quest for metrosexual dominance.
Finishline.
The strong—and arguably better—competitor to Footlocker, where kids of all sizes dreamed of walking out with Air Jordans, Air Force Ones, Iversons, or AND1s. But none of those were on my radar.
Yes. It was the Nike Shox NZ that grabbed me. The kind I still wanted. The kind I still salivated over whenever I flipped through another release of Eastbay. The kind that would make me run faster and jump higher. And they were situated perfectly on the other side of the glass, perfect for your thirteen-year-old passersby to see and beg his parents for. It almost made me wonder how many dreams were broken walking the same path that I was, in front of that same window.
Navy blue top, navy blue shox, with silver sides. Pearl white top, pearl white shox, with silver sides. Light gray top, bright red shox, pearl white sides.
But none of these colors intrigued me; I’d seen the navy blue ones everywhere. That and the one with red shox. No, I wasn’t interested in the lower and middle racks. I was interested in the singular one at the top, above all the rest—the hierarchy on display. Midnight black on midnight black on midnight black. If the black riders in Lord of the Rings didn’t have on the boots molded in Mount Doom by Sauron himself, they would have been wearing these. 
“Mom…” Before even looking her way, my gaze was fixated on them. When I turned to face her, all she had to do was shake her head. I didn’t even try a rebuttal. I was out of cash and knew what she’d say: “Save your allowance.”
As we walked away, like staring in the rearview of the mountains as you leave the colorful state of Colorado towards the desolate plains of western Kansas, I stared at the Holy Grail of shoes getting smaller in the distance. Eventually, they were gone, and I turned around.
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KuR0cks16: dude i got it 
Kurules242: got wat?
KuR0cks16: the hair dye
Kurules242: no shit??
KuR0cks16: yea. my mom said she would help me after lunch.
Kurules242: is ther enough 4 me?
KuR0cks16: idk. let me ask. brb.

“Hey, mom!” I yelled from the computer downstairs. No answer. “Mom!”
“Yes?! I’m getting lunch ready!”
“Is there enough of that dye for EJ, too?!”
“What?!”
“Is there enough of that dye for EJ, too?!”
“Yeah, probably!”
“K, thanks!”
After church, because my brother, Mack, was coming over for lunch, my parents and I had gone to the store to grab brats to grill. I had seven dollars and fifty-seven cents left in my wallet after the Abercrombie store, and instead of trying to sneak a hair product into the cart like last time, I figured I’d blow the rest of my hard-earned money on hair dye and let my parents in on what I was doing. Because, screw it. All I asked was for my mom’s help in doing it. 

KuR0cks16: she said there should be enough
Kurules242: hell ya! when can i come ovr?
KuR0ck16: after lunch. ill call u then

      [image: ]“I just gotta see this,” Susan Jacobson boomed as she blasted through the front door. She’d come over with EJ. “Connie, these boys might as well just go to the salon with us.” She gave out a boisterous laugh, while my mom gave her a grin in probable agreement.
“Mom, stop!” EJ whined. He was wearing his new puka shell necklace that I’d given him the night before. “Everyone’s doing it!”
“Yeah, all the metrosexuals.”
“Susan!” My mom was trying to hold in a laugh. Susan Jacobson said what was on her mind.
“What’s going on?” Mack asked. The conversation hadn’t come up during lunch. Instead, we’d talked about what was going on at work for Mack and how he was still having problems with his boss, Peter. Before lunch, he’d also pulled me aside and given me several burnt CDs, one including 311‘s greatest hits, the others more rock and alternative songs from the time.
When I asked him how he got all of these songs, he  mentioned Limewire. I wanted to get this…Limewire…but what I’d heard about it from others who had it, including Marcus, was that it was basically a game of Russian Roulette with every download—either you got J.Lo’s album This Is Me…Then, or you nuked your family’s computer. Or sometimes, file names such as FUNKMASTER_FLEX_DISS_REAL_FEATING_REDMAN_DMX_2PAC_(NOT A BLEND).MP3 just drew you to click, and the infamous Trojan Horse virus was waiting on the other side.
Good times.
“Oh, your brother and EJ here are wanting the ‘frosted tips’ look,” my mom said with a smile.
“Sick,” he said, looking at me. “I know a couple dudes at work who are doing it. You’ll look rad.”
“See!” EJ retaliated to his mother. 
She rolled her eyes as she walked over to the kitchen sink where my mom was preparing the dye. “Connie, have you seen the commercials for the new show coming out on Bravo? Queer Eye For The Straight Guy, I think it’s called.”
“No, can’t say I have.”
“Well, it looks like it’s about four or five gay guys who have different specialties who help one straight guy to get women or something. I say we skip all of this and sign the boys up.”
“Susan!” My mom was grinning as she shook her head. My brother started laughing. Still hungry after lunch, he grabbed a tube of Pringles and went into the living room to watch TV. He flipped through news about tornado outbreaks all over the Midwest and more from the Iraqi War. He eventually landed on MTV2.
Looking down at what my mom was preparing, Susan asked, “So, you need help, Connie, to make our sons look like us?”
“No,” she chuckled. “I’m just mixing up the dye at the moment. I think they’re only wanting—Hey Andrew, we’re only doing the front, right?”
By this point, EJ and I had sat down at the barstools at our kitchen island, waiting anxiously. “Yup.”
“What color did you get?” Susan asked.
“Oh, just a light blond. I steered Andrew away from platinum.”
“Good call. EJ’s albino enough as it is.”
“Mom!” EJ whined again.
“And I love you for it, honey,” she said.
When the substance turned into a pancake batter consistency, my mom called us over. She continued to stir when she asked Mrs. Jacobson if she could get a decent-sized square of foil for both of us—double the size of our bangs.
“You want me to just put the foil behind their bangs?” she asked.
“Yes, please. I’ll swipe their bangs back and into the foil, and then you can wrap the foil around the front side.”
I was first.
We brought the stool I was sitting on out into the open, where I sat down again. There my mom helped me poke my head through a black garbage bag, acting sort of like a poncho without the hood. She then spritzed my hair before taking a blow dryer to blow up my bangs. “Okay, Susan. Foil, please.”
Mrs. Jacobson put a wall of foil straight up behind my bangs, as my mom then took a brush of the mixture and brushed my bangs back into the foil where they stuck. Susan then folded the foil around to the front, and it was time for the waiting game.
Carefully, I took off the trash bag and gave it to EJ, who, after taking off his glasses, hopped up onto the stool and had his turn. His bangs were slightly shorter than mine, as if that really meant anything. Less product, I guess.
After about twenty minutes and some more hairdryer action on the foil, we took the foil off.
“That’s weird,” my mom said. “Why does it look pink?”
“Pink?!” I cried. I about ran to the bathroom before she stopped me.
“Just kidding,” she said with a smile. “It looks good.”
When EJ and I stepped foot in the bathroom and flicked on the light, we were half expecting to be looking back at two Mark McGraths. Instead, we were looking at Harry and Lloyd.
Nonetheless, we took some hair gel and spiked them up anyway, knowing full well what we had in store for us on the morrow.
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“You can barely see them!” Marcus laughed. “You guys are  fidiots!” He made sure to use the contraction of two words that was becoming popular in the mainstream. The other one being the downright cruel, “fugly.”
To EJ and my dismay, by the time we’d gotten to the back of the bus to start the day, no one had even noticed the frosted tips when we first rocked up to camp. Not the counselors, not Teddy, Marcus, or Danny (maybe he did, but he was continuing his “mute” status)—definitely not the girls. That was, until I pointed them out myself.
“Chillax, dude. I think it looks fine,” Teddy said.
“Of course you would! You like the style to begin with,” Marcus retorted. “It was you that I bet they copied. I mean, look at both of their puka shell necklaces, too.” Although EJ and Brennan looked way more alike than he and I, someone could make the case that with our spiked bangs, barely noticeable frosted tips, and our matching puka shell necklaces, that we were indeed brothers. Fidiot brothers, but brothers nonetheless.
“It’s a free country—they can highlight their hair if they want to,” Teddy argued.
“But your hair is brown—dark brown, at that. They’re both blond—EJ even more than Andy.” Marcus looked at me. “What’s the point of even doing it? I bet by the end of next week you won’t even be able to tell they have ’em.”
No matter how much Teddy tried to stick up for us, EJ and I sat there taking fastball after fastball. Listerine strips didn’t help recover my confidence from this bombardment. My new Abercrombie shirt and puka necklace didn’t help. My Fierce cologne didn’t help. Marcus was right, we were fidiots and didn’t think it through. We wanted too much to look exactly like Teddy, but sure enough, it would be in vain.
“I’m done with you today, Marcus.” I started to put on my headphones after I snapped in a CD to the player.
“But we called a truce, did we not?”
It was true. After the mustard episode, before he left that afternoon, we called one.
“And you’re breaking it already!” I cried. I turned to EJ. “You still have some mustard packets?”
He smiled and gleefully said, “Yup!”
“Don’t you dare,” Marcus threatened.
“I’m done with you,” I repeated.
“No, you’re not. You love me. And you love my CDs.”
“Your CDs are shit. Terrible taste in music.”
“Now, I know you’re lying there, you…” The last of his words trailed off as I pressed play, and Creed’s “My Sacrifice” bounced off my eardrums instead. But Marcus was right again; I was lying—his CDs were amazing.

      [image: ]That afternoon, after our daily activities, we ended up at Sar Ko Par pool. As we were getting off the bus, the Mean Girls were waiting at the entrance, where the girls’ and boys’ sides split off from each other. 
“I like your shirt, Andy.” It was the last person I expected that to come from: Sage. Well, second to last. Shannon was first. But after making Sage put the worm in her mouth, I was sure she still hated me.
Like with Marcus, both sides—girls and boys—had called a truce after the game of Truth or Dare. However, besides Marcus starting to talk more with Nia, and Teddy doing what Teddy does best—talk to girls—EJ, Danny, and I barely had any interactions with them the last two days of the week. It was most likely led by my thinking that Sage still held a grudge against me and would rip my head off if I got too close. I mean, I made her put a worm in her mouth. That’s unforgivable.
Now, I can’t say that I didn’t wear this shirt to get their attention and recognition. I did. But it wouldn’t be too far from the truth to say I only half expected it to work, especially due to the recent history.
“Uh, thanks.”
With that, all of the Mean Girls disappeared into their communal bathroom. I turned smugly to Marcus to give him a “What now?” kind of look.
“She was commenting on your shirt, not your hair,” he said. “Don’t fuel your ego.”

      [image: ]The mirror told no lie. No matter how worn, faded, and dirty it was, it told no lie. My acne was gone, both on my face and on my back. A semi-even tan was the blanket instead. There were cracks and peels here and there, but the multiple layers of melanin helped in masking them slightly.
The only truth that I didn’t like the mirror telling me was that I was still a twig in terms of muscle. I was turning into a lengthy and awkward giraffe. Thank you, growth spurt.
I still wasn’t in the habit of taking a shower before getting into the pool, and today wasn’t going to be that day, either. With my regular clothes packed in my backpack and my flip flops on, and my lunch box in hand, I flopped out into the partly cloudy skies.

      [image: ]Kids laughing. Kids splashing. Birds laughing. Birds splashing in puddles left by the kids. Naughty by Nature’s “Feel Me Flow” playing over the speaker system. It’s the sound that never leaves us millennials—sticks with us until the day we die. It’s the sound of our youth amongst a late ’90s or early 2000s summer.
No matter how many days I would walk through the bathroom and into the water world, and hear that same symphony of laughter with the occasional whistle, and have some summer hit as the backing soundtrack, I never got tired of it. It was a place of comfort, happiness, and innocence.
EJ’s once spiked hair was already no longer that; he’d taken no delay in going to the high dive right when we got there to show off his gainer prowess. I went off the high dive, too, but with the simplicity of a can-opener. I was too scared to try any sort of flip that high. Any wrong move could be irreparable damage to my back, belly, and ego.
Naturally, the boys and girls gravitated towards each other at the side of the pool where Marcus sat at the waters’ edge. The only one that remained unaffiliated was Teddy. He was gravitating towards the lifeguard—his lifeguard.
“What’s he doing?” Shannon seemed peeved. She turned to EJ, Danny, and me. “What’s he doing?” she asked again. “Are they dating?”
We looked at each other, then all shrugged our shoulders. “He hasn’t told us anything,” I said. And that was the truth. Teddy wasn’t one to brag or talk about his personal life. He kept that close to the chest. I mean, his actions right now were speaking louder than his locked-away words, but you catch my drift.
Whatever he was telling Olivia, as she sat way up in her elevated throne, was making her blush and blossom. She kept on looking away from him as he smiled with his success.
“I’m over it. EJ, come here.” Shannon hugged the side of the pool as she backed up closer to Teddy and Olivia and away from us. Confused, EJ looked at me but then hesitantly glided over to Shannon. I’m sure his little heart was fluttering.
She then turned EJ around, his back facing Teddy and her front facing Teddy, as if to make eye contact with him and get his attention. From my vantage point, I could see that EJ’s face was full of terror.
“EJ, go under,” she said loudly and on purpose. 
When they did, everyone else did, too. I’m sure there was speculation from the girls, as I’m sure they’d done it last year, but I had no idea what she was doing. I opened my eyes through the stinging chlorine to see.
Although it was hazy, it was as clear as day; she kissed him. She grabbed his face with both hands and, with the slight resistance of the water, pulled him in for a big ole smooch-a-roo. His eyes were wide open from the moment it happened until the resurfacing two seconds later.
In unison, all of us spectators emerged out of the water like dolphins, chirping and whistling. It got the attention of everyone, including Teddy and Olivia. Shannon turned around to face us with a big smile on her face and in her eyes, succeeding with whatever she was trying to accomplish. For someone who was afraid of getting caught on the playground, this was incredibly out of character for her.
But the one smile that couldn’t be beaten was EJ’s. He was beaming. It was sort of an unorthodox first kiss, but one that would live with him the rest of his life. He waded back over to me, and I grabbed him around his shoulders in a headlock and gave him a noogie.
“Stop it!” he laughed.
I let go and asked, “How was it?”
He paused for a moment and then said, “Smashing.”
There was no amount of ridicule from Marcus about our hair that could bring us down. EJ was flying high that day.
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All of the girls were standing together. Nia and Shannon had their arms crossed; they weren’t exactly thrilled about what we were about to do: canoeing. Nia, because she was a model, was deathly afraid of getting a scar. As she put it, her modeling career would be thrown to the wind. She’d have to be a grocery sacker for the rest of her life. 
Shannon, on the other hand, was afraid that the American long-lost cousin of “Nessie,” the infamous Loch Ness Monster, lurked below the forest green surface there at Lake Black Hoof. The prior summer, I guess she swore she saw something enormous swimming below her canoe. The others said it was probably just a shadow playing tricks on her. She said they were bigots.
“I can’t believe we’re doing this again. I hate lakes. I hate douchecanoes. And I hate you.” She directed that last one toward Teddy. He was taken aback.
“What did I do?!” Teddy asked.
“You know exactly what you did.”
“Shannon,” Layla chided. “Stop. Not worth it.”
“Why? He’s a douchecanoe.”
“You just used that word.”
“The word isn’t mutually exclusive, Layla.”
On the other side of a past fling completely burning out—and a subsequent friendship at that matter, too—another one was flourishing. Nia and Marcus were becoming inseparable. On the bus ride over, with the girls now sitting in the back with us, she and Marcus sat next to each other. He was busy showing her all of his burned CDs with the names of the songs written on them. What I gathered was that she was impressed by his musical tastes.
Marcus had also kept it a secret over the weekend and well into Monday morning, and he would have kept it longer, but it was leaked. On the bus ride back from the pool, and after the infamous underwater kiss, Layla had told us that Marcus and Nia had been talking on AIM all weekend.
Crushes and heartbreaks and drama were a-boomin’ at camp.
We were told to split up into threes, with the only requirement being that at least one boy was to be in each canoe. More often than not, he would be the one sitting in the rear of the canoe, as that is where the power and the best ability to turn was. All of the counselors took the back seats with the younger kids. Thank God for that, as I felt sorry for whoever had to be stuck in a canoe with Pigpen.
I felt a tug on my shirt and looked over to see it was Danny. He had puppy dog eyes. “Okay, you can come with me.” He jumped up and down with a big smile on his face.
“Uh-uh,” Chrissy said to Shannon, Nia, and Sage. They were all trying to stick together and be in one. “You heard me—one of y’all has to break up—have at least one boy in your canoe.”
“But—” Sage started, but was quickly shot down.
“No arguing. Just do it, or the three of y’all will ride with a counselor.”
That snapped the girls into gear. There was no way they were going to be stuck in a canoe with a counselor.
“Andy, can I be in your canoe?” Layla asked.
“Uh, sure.”
“Kewl. By the way, I like your hair.”
I blushed.
Marcus, Nia, and a random eleven-year-old were a trio. Shannon, who refused to be near Teddy, teamed up with EJ and another eleven-year-old. EJ was ecstatic. That left Teddy and Sage with yet another eleven-year-old. 
“Careful!” Nia snapped. “I can’t get any scars.” Marcus almost hit her with his crutches while getting into the canoe. “You don’t even need those. Leave them here.”
“I’m bringing them,” he argued. “What if the Loch Ness Monster shows up and we have to bail on the other side or something?” He smirked and looked at Shannon, who was fuming, shaking her head.
Finally, after everything got organized, and one kid piled into a canoe after another, we were off. Danny sat between Layla and me, with me in the rear. When we were out a ways into the middle, I looked over and saw the canoe that Lester was in. Two eleven-year-olds—a boy and a girl—were sitting in front of him. I immediately felt bad for them.
Teddy’s canoe was up in front, leading the way. Then Marcus and Nia, then us, and finally, Shannon and EJ bringing up the rear.
“Why is Shannon so pissy towards Teddy?” I asked Layla. She muttered something, and I couldn’t hear it. “What?”
She whipped her head around and over her shoulder and said, “Is it not obvious, Andy?”
Maybe it was obvious. Maybe I was just playing dumb. Or maybe I just wanted to hear it out of someone’s mouth to verify my inclination. “Uh, I guess not.”
“Shannon and Teddy had a fling last summer. It ended on good terms—they remained friends—but I think her feelings came back when she saw him again at the beginning of this summer. And, just so you know, Teddy and Olivia are dating. It’s offish.”
“Offish?”
She looked over her shoulder again. “Official, Andy. It’s short for official. We really need to help you with slang. Haven't you ever heard of Urbandictionary.com?”
“No.”
“Go home and look it up. You’ll thank me later.”
Our oars smoothly glided through the water. After a stroke and after the water had mellowed out again due to it, I swore I saw something—a shadow—way down below. Maybe Shannon was right. Maybe Nessie’s cousin was here.
“Teddy…” I said, half distracted by the death from below, but wanting to continue the conversation with Layla. “...Teddy didn’t tell us that.”
“I don’t suppose he did, did he?” There was a brief pause before Layla spoke again. “It seems that Shannon is trying to make him jealous.”
I snapped out of my gaze down into the deep leagues and glanced up at Teddy, only able to see the back of his head and the spiked up front. I was sort of surprised that the girls had found out before us guys that Olivia and he were an item. Then again, Marcus was keeping things from us in terms of Nia.
At this point, EJ and Shannon had caught up to us. I looked over at him; he made eye contact with me and smiled. I gave him a half-smile back, as I looked up at Shannon, who still had a scowl on her face. EJ and her weren’t talking at all.
He was in trouble.

      [image: ]That evening, after dinner and after leaving my parents to watch the news on the continued tornado outbreak—this time, South Dakota was getting the worst of it—I went downstairs.

Kurules242: sup?
KuR0cks16: nmu?
Kurules242: nothin’

I didn’t want to be the one to break it to him, but I wanted to let him know.

KuR0cks16: b careful wit shannon
Kurules242: wym?
KuR0cks16: shes usin u 2 make teddy jealous

There was a good lengthy pause before he finally messaged back.

Kurules242: how do u kno?
KuR0cks16: layla told me
KuR0cks16: she may still like teddy
KuR0cks16: they had a fling last summa
Kurules242: wat? but she kissd me
KuR0cks16: 2 make teddy jealous
Kurules242: oh

His AIM door slammed shut.
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Another week down at camp, and June was truly drawing to a close. I always dread the end of June. Why? Because then you know that summer is essentially half over. It was only yesterday that the last bell rang, and Marcus and I walked out into the first afternoon of the summer sun. 
By the end of June, the days are already getting shorter, symbolizing the slow death of your summer vacation. Only the dog days are ahead.
But what better way to celebrate the last weekend of June than with another night of Domino’s, Zelda, Mario Kart, and possibly some biking around? Oh, and AIM, of course. Even throughout the many weekday evenings that I had hopped on, I still never saw Monica Schneider online. It sucked, but that’s life.
Before the night’s festivities, I ran over to my house to change into some new clothes and spike my hair again; most days after the pool I’d let my hair just be until the next morning. Because it was Friday, I wanted to look good. That and a spritz of Fierce was in order just in case Monica was out and about, which would make her MIA on AIM make sense.
But as I looked at my tanned self in the mirror and thought of delicious pineapple on pizza, I thought of what Arnold on Arnold’s Pizza Shop said: “If you want something crazy like pineapples, I’ll kill you!” 
The stars aligned. I was having pizza. I was getting Hawaiian style with the aforementioned pineapples. I had my CD player, that CD, and I had an answering machine downstairs.
That grin that the Grinch gives? Yeah…
I ran downstairs, Walkman and plug-in speakers in hand, and went to our trusty General Electric Thomas Consumer landline. I queued up Arnold’s Pizza Shop and followed the *98 prompts to change our answering machine message. Then I pressed play.

      [image: ]“Call…my house.” My hands were on my knees and I was sucking in air when I got back over to EJ’s. I ran there as fast as I could. “Oh…what’s up, Brennan?”
Brennan had come over while I was gone, also just getting back from camp. It was good to see him after his two-week hiatus. It was only this week that I’d seen him popping up on AIM again, where I’d asked him about his glasses and how he was doing since the flashlight tag incident. He told me he’d lied to his parents—that he said he’d tripped and fallen, breaking his glasses in the process.
 But the truth had been eating at him. He was petrified of running into Phoenix again, and hearing of the scuffle we’d had at Colton and Krista’s house the prior weekend, he was afraid that more retaliation would be in the future. For the time being, he refused to go to Colton’s house for fear of Phoenix showing up again. EJ, Kaitlyn and Connor’s, and my house were the only safe places to be outside of his. 
“What? Why?” EJ asked.
“Just…do it.”
He dialed and put the phone to his ear.
“Speakerphone,” I huffed.
After five or six rings, it finally went to voicemail. “Hello, you’ve reached Arnold’s Pizza Shop…”
It worked. It actually freakin’ worked. I didn’t think it would; I’d never recorded a voicemail message before.
Both of their eyes lit up, and they started howling in hysterics. Then the doorbell rang. With tears in his eyes, EJ said, “Arnold?”
We all reared our heads back, and in no time my eyes were tearing up, too. 
“But really,” EJ said as we were getting up to see who it was at the door, “that’s probably our pizza.”
“What?” I said, wiping my tears into my sleeve. “Your parents already ordered it?” That surprised me. I figured that they were going to wait until more around five-thirty or six. It was merely four. I guess they thought it smart to get ahead of the dinner rush; it took like twenty minutes rather than the typical forty-five minutes to an hour.
As Mr. Jacobson cracked open a Busch Light and Mrs. Jacobson poured herself a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon, EJ, Brennan, and cracked open some Cherry Cokes with the badass “Do Something Different” style artwork. Cherry Coke has never tasted the same since that style of artwork disappeared to the wind.
After our bellies were full, and all of the CinnaDots were gone, the three of us grabbed another Cherry Coke and headed back to the basement.

      [image: ]“Oh, Andrew, my boy,” she sang down the stairs. We were in the middle of an incredibly serious Mario Kart race at Koopa Troopa Beach. EJ was in first and I was in second, but I was gaining. Toad (EJ) was fast, but Yoshi (me) could easily cut distances, especially with the waterfall shortcut I mastered. Bowser (Brennan) was in fifth.
 But my comeback was cut short.
“You’re in deep shit,” Mrs. Jacobson sang a little louder. That got our attention. EJ put it on pause, and that’s when I remembered what I’d done, or rather, what I didn’t do.
“Ho…lee…shit,” I muttered. I looked at my watch. It had been two hours since we’d eaten. I rocketed out of my chair with the intent of getting home as fast as I could, but then caught myself. They clearly already know. Why am I rushing to my death?
I drudged myself upstairs and when I reached the top, I could tell that Mrs. Jacobson was trying to be serious when she was highly entertained. Mr. Jacobson was sitting in the living room watching the Royals game and wasn’t hiding his smirk in the slightest.
My heart was pounding when I went through the front door of my house. I looked up the stairs immediately upon entry, and debated going for it. Maybe I could hop in the shower really quick—delay the unavoidable. But there was no chance. Looking across the open layout towards the kitchen, I saw my parents both sitting at the kitchen table.
“Well, well, well,” my dad said. “If it isn’t Arnold himself. Did you bring any of your famous pizza? You know, the ones with 9mm bullets on it?”
I was done for.
“Come sit down, Andrew,” my mom said. It was firm, but not angry. Regardless, I knew I was in trouble. I labored over and sat down. “Your great-aunt Margie called to wish your dad an early birthday…when none of us were home.”
Oh, no.
It was my great-aunt Margie. She was pushing ninety-five. She was a saint. Church every Sunday. Rosary every day. And now, the first customer of Arnold’s Pizza Shop. Unfortunately, she’d called when Arnold was out making deliveries and was subjected to his Terminator personality via voicemail.
 Normally, I would have just sat there, hands in my lap, looking down at the ground and taking the reprimand like a champ. But when I’d heard that of all people, it was great-aunt Margie that had called and heard the filth that I’d put on the answering machine, I put my head into my hands, and under my breath, grimaced, “Oh…my…God.”
“Where did you find this?” my mom asked.
I didn’t want to be a rat. I didn’t want to get Lawrence in trouble and make him or any of the other counselors hate me. Most importantly, though, I didn’t want my parents to pull me out of camp because of it.
So, Lawrence’s name would forever stay a secret.
Then came Marcus. I opened my mouth and almost said his name, but then thought that I’d be no better than Ralphie in A Christmas Story. Plus, we’d called that truce.
But it would have been believable, since my parents knew he burned CDs for me.
So, it was white-lie time.
“I found it on a website,” I said. And now, trying to play reverse psychology with two adults who were much smarter than I was, I looked up at them with pleading eyes and said, “I’m sorry. I thought it was kind of funny and I was going to take it off, but I forgot about it when I went back over to EJ’s.”
They both looked at each other and nodded. “We’ll let this one slide,” my mom said. “But this did say the f-word twice in it. Your great-aunt Margie about had a heart attack when she heard them. She was scared to death that something had happened here.”
This is one of the hardest smiles I’ve ever had to hold back in my life. It was the vision of great-aunt Margie on the other line thinking that Arnold Schwarzenegger’s “T-800” had busted through the front door with pizzas, a sawed-off Winchester Model 1877 shotgun, and a custom 9mm Colt 1911. “Here’s your pizza, idiot,” he would have said, before tossing it up in the air and blasting it to smithereens. He would then have walked right back out and hopped onto his Harley Fat Boy and disappeared down the LA River or something. 
“Your punishment is to hang out with us tonight, idiot,” my dad laughed in his best Arnold. “Tomorrow is my birthday, after all.”
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I’d stayed up way too late. My eyelids were crusty and the bags under my eyes were puffy. There was nothing more I wanted to do than sleep in until like one o’clock in the afternoon. 
Dad wasn’t having it. It was his birthday, and he was already two cups of coffee in. He blasted through my door at about eight, and with no volume control to his voice, boomed, “I’m buying a boat. Get up.”
“Wha…” I could barely form words.
“I’m buying a boat. You’re coming with me.” He then walked down the stairs, keys jingling in his hand. “We leave in ten.”
In front of the mirror, I stared at myself. No new pimples, but I took an Oxy Pad to my face anyway. Sure enough, the past five days had indeed bleached out my hair, and the frosted tips were no more. Marcus on Monday would, without a doubt, say, “I told you so.”
I grabbed a comb and the Got2b, and spiked up my bangs, regardless. It was a half-ass job.
I yawned and then headed downstairs.

      [image: ]“I have to get gas,” my dad said, right before we turned into QuikTrip. As much as he liked his Grand Cherokee, he often cursed at the gas mileage…and the constant repairs.
“Why don’t you go in and get yourself a pop? Get me a Diet Coke.” He handed me a five-dollar bill, and I went inside to grab the two cans. When I came back out, he cracked the cap open, thanked me, then turned to the man filling up behind us. “Nice dog you got there,” he said.
I looked up over his shoulder towards the man’s car and the front passenger seat and spit out the first gulp of my Cherry Coke. It was the man’s wife. I looked in horror at Frank as his face mirrored my own. He took a large gulp, but not of his drink—rather a gulp of “Oh, no.”
Why the hell would he say something like that?! Is he looking for a fight…on his birthday?!
The man turned to my dad with a scowl. He paused for a long two seconds before replying. “Thanks. Half husky, half chow.” It was spoken in the most monotone and least enthusiastic tone.
I was so confused. Was the man going along with it and calling his wife a dog, too? If so, that was so messed up. What a dick. But then I noticed Frank Kent relax. “Nice,” he said back, as he finally took a gulp of his Diet Coke and looked back at the gas pump meter.
What the hell is going on? I must still be dreaming.
I gave myself a round of slaps to the face.
“Did you call that man’s wife a dog?” I asked when we got back into the car.
He laughed a nervous laugh. “You noticed that, too?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“I thought I was about ready to get in a fight.” He laughed again as he pulled out onto the parkway. He then continued. “When you went inside, there was a dog sitting in the front seat. I looked away and started pumping the gas. That guy must have been inside, too, because he appeared just as you did. Without looking back at his car, that’s when I said, ‘nice dog.’ And, well, you know the rest.”
“What are you saying?” I asked.
“I’m saying, I think the wife and the dog must have switched when I wasn’t looking.” He laughed the loudest laugh yet.
“Ohhh.” It finally made sense.
“Don’t tell your mom. Don’t need her worrying about me almost coming to blows over an honest mistake.”
“Okay.”
We drove all the way out to Leawood, nicknamed by some as “Lea–hood,” to a sports store called Galyans. It was famous for its climbing wall right in the middle of the store. I’d always wanted to give it a try, but I think it was like a hundred bucks to do it. I would have much rather bought a pair of Shox.
We went to the outdoors and fishing area, where my dad found what he was looking for. When he said “boat,” I was expecting something like what they call a “bass boat.” Complete with two or three seats and a trolling motor, it’s what you see all the professionals use on ESPN’s Bassmasters.
Instead, we were looking at a blow-up raft with two paddles. It was still in the box.
“Beautiful,” he said, gleaming. 
“You want…that?”
He turned to me, perplexed. “Yeah, what did you think I meant? One of those bass boats?” He turned back and looked down at the box again. “No…no. Your mother would never allow that, even though it is my birthday. This will be fine, though. We’re only going to use it at Pond Pointe lake, anyway.”
So, the old man bought the two-hundred dollar raft, and we headed home. When we got there, Mom was out running errands, so we grabbed the rods and reels and the nightcrawlers we had saved in the fridge and headed up the road.

      [image: ]“Does this thing not come with a pump?!” My dad frantically searched the box at least ten times, but to no avail—he wasn’t able to pull the rabbit out of the hat. “Oh, for crying out loud, this POS.”
I was trying my best not to crack a smile. It was funny him getting mad and cursing. One time, around the time I was born, my brother and his friend were helping my dad hammer some nails into wood—mostly just being a helping hand. They were probably about the same age as I was that summer of 2003.
Well, my dad kept on missing. And the more he missed, the more he cursed. And the more he cursed, the more my brother and his friend snickered. The more my brother and his friend snickered, the more he missed. It was a never-ending cycle.
This time was almost the same. Instead of a hammer and a nail, it was full lungs and a blow. After several of those, it was a curse as he sucked in air. “Your turn.”
I thought he was joking. I was sure he was going to give up and call it a day, as there was no way we would be able to blow the damn thing up with just our breath. I mean, it wasn’t the biggest raft, but it was much bigger than those pool flamingos with the waist holes.
By the time we got the boat semi-inflated, we were both sweating and panting. The eighty-five degree forecast was feeling like ninety-five with the humidity in play.
“Hand me a Gatorade, would ya?” my dad asked. Since the minnow bucket incident, he was staying as far away from styrofoam coolers as possible. I reached into the small Coleman cooler and handed him an orange-flavored one. I took a grape. When we were all finished taking healthy chugs, he looked at me. “Ready?”
“I guess. You sure it will hold us?”
“Positive.”
One box of worms. One cooler. Two tackle boxes. Two rods. Two paddles. Two humans. Two life jackets. A three-hundred-and-fifty pound load. The perfect amount for a half-inflated Floati McFloatface and its capacity of six-hundred pounds. For weight distribution purposes, my dad went to the front, and I went to the back. I guess we were alright? I don’t know, I’m no chemist.
The original plan was to get to the deepest spot of the lake, which was too far for our rods to hit from land. And I’ll tell you what, my old pops was excited about this. He was certain that we would find where the big channel cats hid within these uncharted parts.
Instead, our plans shifted to that of survival. We got to the deep part alright—about twelve feet, according to another gentleman fisher who had a depth finder for his makeshift raft tied up there. But that area is about where the captain and I started to go down with the ship. The weight in the middle (all of our gear) was starting to fold the raft like a taco.
“Uh, Dad?”
“Yeah?”
“We’re sinking.”
His head whipped back around to see water easily rushing in the side. “Son of a bitch!” He looked around frantically. “Hurry—to that shore.” The shore he was referring to was one that was basically a cliff. There was about four or five feet of semi-flat land before it jutted up at about eighty degrees. To climb it, we would need the rock-climbing equipment from Galyans.
At the top of this cliff was the owner’s house overlooking the lake.
“This no good, filthy, thundernugget, pistolwallup!” my dad yelled when we’d made it to the shore and hopped out. That struggle to the shore had cost us another twenty-five percent of the air in the raft. “You scrotum-scratching dingleberry!”
I had no idea what any of it meant, but it made no difference. The old man was yelling obscenities that I had no idea could even be constructed in the English language. It was impressive, really. If it were to have been recorded or written down and kept safe for thousands of years, or excavated from the bottom of that damn lake, it would be deemed one of the human race’s most coveted artifacts, for within it, held a beautifully magnificent arrangement of creativity. As it would surely sit behind glass somewhere, with laser beam tripwires and twenty-four seven CCTV cameras, it would be visited by millions yearly and lauded as one of mankind’s greatest achievements.
For a while I marveled at it, but when I got my bearings, I finally let a laugh sneak out. He shot a glance at me. “What’s so funny?”
“Nothing.” I fought my smile like the Spartans fought the Persians; it was an inevitable defeat. “Should you call Mom?”
“Definitely not. Are you crazy? No…no. I’m going to try to find the hole and plug it. Go ahead and cast out a line.”
It felt like the fishing expedition was going to end before it began, but at the very least my dad wanted to catch something so that it would at least be slightly worth the trouble—that his birthday wasn’t completely ruined. So, I snapped on a cork to the line, put a squiggly worm on the hook, and cast out.
While the old man performed first aid tests—pushing on different areas of the raft to see if he heard a hissing sound—I stared at the water and drifted into thought. Nothing of importance, really. Just thinking about the upcoming Fourth of July celebrations, which were always a riot on our street. Then a little bit of Real World: Paris reminiscing. The latest episode had C.T. being confronted by his crush in the house, Christina, about eating her peanut butter. She wasn’t having it. One of his excuses was that she drank some of his “liq-cah” (Bostonian for “liquor”). Again, she wasn’t having it.
Nothing was biting. The cork swayed out on the water on the light breeze, but even the juiciest of worms wasn’t fooling the largemouth that lay in the depths below.
Then, from across the lake, I saw three kids riding down the path on their bikes. The path was shaped like a big “U”, where the street sat elevated on both sides; when you came down on a bike you could gather some kickass speed, before having to huff and puff to get up the other side.
For only a brief second, as they coasted down the hill yelling, I thought that maybe these were my friends or maybe other kids just looking for the rollercoaster rush.
It was neither.
As soon as they stopped at the bottom of the “U”, I knew right away that it was Carlos, Zander, and Tanner. My eyes were like a hawk. Theirs weren’t. They briefly looked around but didn’t see us at first. Zander then opened his backpack and brought out some cans of something. They looked all silver from that distance. Just before they cracked them open, Tanner nudged them both, then did a head nod in our direction.
Before my heart even had the chance to kick-start, they packed up whatever it was and bailed on out of there, trudging back up the hill and to the road.
Did they…not know it was me?
If they would have, they probably would have stuck around or at least yelled profanities at me from across the lake. Dad, who was already warmed up, would have tossed superior insults right back. Kind of bummed that didn’t happen.
“Alright, reel it in,” he said. He had no idea that we’d briefly had company. “I can’t find the hole. We just need to blow it up some more and enough to get us back over.”
He couldn’t be serious. The boat and all of our stuff were going to go to the bottom—Titanic 2.0. We would be the only thing left bobbing out there like the corks in our tackle box. It was a bad idea.
Without hesitation, the old man started to blow the shitraft up again. Then I did. We went back and forth only several times before we were done…wasted. Anymore blowing and our lungs would come out of our mouths. We’d gotten the thing to about forty percent…I think.
“Put everything in the middle again, but I think we’re going to have to straddle it,” he said.
“Straddle it?”
“Straddle it.”
So, that’s what we did…like a noodle. The raft was now in the shape of a “W” with the two low parts being where our rumps were. The raft was doing its damndest to stay afloat, but it was struggling.
It was slow going, but after about fifteen minutes, we made it back across. Everything from our chest down was drenched, and the tackle boxes were full of lake water.
The old man ended up going back to Galyan’s that afternoon and returning it, and when the customer service wanted proof that the raft was defunct, he pulled out the drenched receipt that had been in his pocket. No more questions were asked.
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When you heard “Tequila”, you ran. Well, speed-walked, really. It was at a pool, after all. But not just any pool. The pool of all pools. A theme park of pools. A kid pirate’s dream world. 
Oceans of Fun.
What was so special about the 1958 song “Tequila” by The Champs? For us millennials, it probably started with The Sandlot and its classic “Big Chief Chewing Tobacco vs The Trabant” scene. Nothing was more iconic than the group of sand rats getting sick from the mixture of wacky tobaccy and a ride that goes round and round and round, and then puking on people down below, behind them, or all over themselves. 
One of the biggest highlights of the film.
The second reason “Tequila” was so popular amongst us millennials is that it was played over the speakers as a welcoming call—like church bells on Sunday. It was a call to surf—to ride the waves.
Arguably the biggest attraction at Oceans of Fun, the wave pool sucked everyone in from far and wide, for every ten minutes the pool would change from becalmed to that of roaring waves.
The pool before the song’s playing would be at about fifty percent capacity. During the madness of the waves, it would be over capacity. Kids would be on top of kids. Kids would be swimming under the hundred or so tubes trying to get as far out, and as close as humanly possible to the highest of the waves. Wars of the tubes would happen if two tubes kept bumping into each other, eventually causing anger between the two riders. With the help of the waves, one could flip the other tube over, signaling victory. Sometimes, the person-less tube would even get hijacked in the process, as the kid that was on it was now lost to the depths, far, far down below. Or maybe, they were just preparing the sneak attack and revenge from down below; they were about ready to shoot up to the surface and blast into their enemy and their tube like a hungry shark, sending them flying into the air to land on top of another kid.
For those five or so minutes of swells, it was madness.
When it was over, like soldiers returning home from war, everyone would be battered, bruised, and sometimes even bottomless, their swim trunks being sucked off by the currents.
The “survivors” would find the closest chaise lounge (incredibly hard to find one not already taken) or patch of grass and collapse. Only a small cup of seventy-five dollar Dippin’ Dots could bring them back to life.
After our first couple of rounds at the wave pool, we split up into small groups with the counselors. EJ, Teddy, Danny, and I went with Lawrence and Billy, along with a lot of the other guys. All the girls went with Sam and Chrissy, while Lester stayed at the wave pool by himself, watching all of our stuff. It would have been Marcus staying with Lester, too, due to his leg, but he wasn’t at camp that week due to his being on vacation for the Fourth of July. His family was packing up and visiting his mom’s side of the family in central Kansas.
Our first stop, because of the proximity to the wave pool, was Hurricane Falls. A large tube ride, one tube would hold six or seven people. You’d all have two canvas straps to hold on to and your legs would be criss-cross applesauce.
The wild part about Hurricane Falls, was as the tube was spinning down the half-pipe slide, if your back was facing the outer part of the slide where it turned, you would fly up the wall and be looking down at the others from a ninety-degree angle. You always wanted to be on the side where you’d do that.
The next water ride we went to was where the bragging rights and wagers happened: Typhoon. Typhoon consisted of two racing slides. That’s it. Not four. Not six. Not eight. Two. It was one v. one. If you had beef with someone, you challenged them to race.
They were four-hundred feet long and had three drops, including the first one at the top. It emptied into a three-foot pool at the very end. 
The funny thing about Typhoon was that I’m sure this spawned some automotive engineers. Like motor sports, the only real parameters, the only real regulations, that you had to abide by were crossing your legs straight out in front of you. From there, you had the option of crossing your arms across your chest or interlacing your fingers and putting them behind your head. Some racers had weight as their advantage. But sometimes weight was a detriment, and the lightest person would fly down fastest to win.
But the trick to it all, the best way to go faster, was to arch your back. The less friction to the slide as possible, the more aerodynamic you would be. You would get a pulling start on the slide to get going, then immediately, going down the first drop, you would get your butt and back so far off the slide is possible.
I was fast, but not fast enough, even with my Honda ingenuity. EJ beat me while I beat Billy. Danny beat all the kids his age. Teddy beat EJ, but lost to Lawrence. And herein lies the example of the paradox: EJ, who was stronger and heavier than Teddy, lost to him, while Lawrence, the heaviest of all, was the “Rider’s Champion.”
Next was Aruba Tuba, a two-person tube slide. We only rode that once because all conversations were pointing to the other side of the park at the one ride that both Worlds of Fun and Oceans of Fun shared: The Monsoon.
Even when we went to Worlds of Fun, there was no way in hell we could skip out on The Monsoon, especially when it was Blazing Saddles hot outside. There’s a good reason for that, which I will get to in a moment.
The Monsoon was sketchy—ain’t no denying that. It was a water ride, to start; that made things slick. Two, it was a decently tall water ride. Some may even say it had the height of a medium-sized roller coaster. Three, it didn’t strap you in. There were no seatbelts. There were no lap bars nor over-the-shoulder restraints. The boat was just…well…a boat. All you had was a metal bar in front of you with a big piece of foam so you didn’t bash your head against the metal when you dropped down the fifty-five foot drop with a random bump in the middle.
The ride was simple. You all piled into one of the five rows, four people per, then you would be dragged up the incline on a conveyor belt, similar to that of a coaster. Once you reached the top, you would exit the conveyor belt and be floating on water as you followed the U-shaped flume (the entire ride was basically one big horseshoe). Then, once you reached the end of the “U”, you’d drop.
Your stomach would drop, your bare feet—if you’d come from Oceans of Fun—would slip on the white, diamond plate metal bottom as would your hands on the bar. Then you’d hit the bump in the middle. That would send you out of your chair, holding on for dear life.
Once you reached the bottom (everyone usually did), you’d hit water that would blast all over a wooden bridge to hit the passersby. That’s the aforementioned good reason on a Blazing Saddles hot day. Exiting the ride and walking back to either Oceans of Fun or Worlds of Fun, you could stop on that bridge and take the rocketing waves like a champ. You could get absolutely drenched—a gift if you weren’t on the water side of the vast theme park.
That morning, we did The Monsoon four or five times. It was the only ride we had access to on the Oceans of Fun side that made your stomach drop. We wanted that thrill.
But eventually, our morning session came to a fast close. Two hours went by in a blink, and before we knew it, we were being ushered back to the wave pool for lunch. There we caught up with everyone else, as we all bragged about the fears we’d concurred and the races we’d won.
After lunch, we did it all again.
By the time we left three hours later, we were utterly exhausted. I’m sure our parents were incredibly thankful for that. But what a kickoff to start July, that was. The summer was now half-way over, but the “best” was yet to come.
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I love the Fourth of July. For many reasons, I love the red, white, and blue being worn and the fireworks illuminating the night sky. I love the food. Later on in life, when I became of age, I started liking the booze. 
I love the American celebration.
But before the Lawrence, Kansas celebrations in college, and before the Denver Country Club fireworks show, or the Lake of the Ozarks boat watch party, came the 45th Street’s annual block party.

      [image: ]The night before, I’d barely slept. I’d drunk two Cherry Cokes after midnight, had two Zebra Cakes, and talked on AIM until like three in the morning. By that point, MTV was actually playing music videos.
If I were smart, I would have gone to bed early, so that the night would fly by and it would be Independence Day morning before we knew it. But I isn’t smart.
When I’d finally gotten into bed, and with the caffeine still rushing in my veins, my mind raced a thousand miles per hour thinking about all the fun shenanigans that would present themselves come noon. It must have been four-thirty before I’d finally drifted off.
The last four years running had been all out, block party ragers, with all of 45th St. being blocked off. And we weren’t breaking tradition this year. All of it couldn’t and wouldn’t have been possible without the help of Colton’s dad.
Michael Brown was tough as nails, but was an all-around great guy. One time, while I was over late at Colton’s house playing PlayStation or something, Mr. Brown came home for his evening lunch break while he was on duty. He had the graveyard shift.
“Colton. Andrew. Come, take a look at this.”
We ran upstairs and out the front door to see what he wanted. He’d turned off the front porch light and the lights over the garage, for in his hand was what looked like a monocular. But it was a special kind. It was night vision.
Colton and I both had a chance to look through it and oohed and aahed when we did. Everything was lit up. And I mean everything. No shadows were safe, and no lurking monsters were safe either. The world through the small scope was green and bright.
Not only was Mr. Brown a police officer, but he was a highly respected one moving up the ranks. I believe he was a Lieutenant moving up to be a Captain. The city police force loved him, as well as the local fire department. That’s why he was able to pull off what he was able to pull off.

      [image: ]“Come on, Andy! Hurry up!”
The whole gang was running down to the end of the street as I was trying to finish stuffing the cheeseburger into my mouth. I’m not sure what, if anything, I said made sense, but I let out some sort of noise to tell them I was coming.
The street was packed with everyone from the block. Picnic tables and chairs were scattered in no particular pattern, and an array of different-colored umbrellas hung over them. Whereas the umbrellas were of different colors, with the specially themed tablecloths on this particular day, there was a commonality: Red, White, and Blue. American flags and the iconic color combo took up the majority of the decor and the adults’ wardrobe—maybe even more than normal, in the two year wake of 9/11.
We had the Browns, the Jacobsons, the Barnes. There were the Myers, the Stevens, the Rodgers, and many more families who I just didn’t know. We had half a dozen grills rockin’ with hot dogs, brats, and burgers. We had shared displays of cookies, brownies, nachos, and potato chips. We had coolers filled with Surge, Pepsi, Cherry Coke, ice pops (the things that give you Joker-like scars), and canned lemonade.
The smells were to die for. Why would you want to leave this heaven? You had everything you ever needed in life and probably some for the afterworld. Hell, I’d take a pop to William Wallace and chat about life and if pineapple belonged on pizza or not.
But there was a good reason—a great reason—why I bailed on the picnic tables and the food. At the end of the street was a fire hydrant. That fire hydrant was opened up by the local fire station and, with a hose, the water was shot straight up in the air for us kids to run under.
Even after EJ and I’s field trip to Oceans of Fun, and going to the pool every day, we still weren’t tired of water. It was also going to be in the mid-nineties for the day. Hot, hot, hot.
As I finished the last bite of the burger, I noticed Brennan handing his new glasses to his mom and then taking off running down that way in his swim trunks and water shoes. I took a chug of Cherry Coke to wash down the last of my food before I took off in chase, too.

      [image: ]For a moment, I saw everything in slow motion. Kaitlyn and Connor were jumping up and down, smiling. Brennan was spinning ’round and ’round like a propeller, with his arms out. Little toddlers with their parents were giggling. The ten or so firefighters were enjoying the happiness that they were giving us. Everyone was smiling underneath the rain, all while “Fire” by The Ohio Players was blaring from the firetruck.
Eventually, I snapped back to regular speed.
“Stand right here, it hurts like a bitch!” Colton yelled. Sure enough, with the hose from the hydrant shooting water up in a vast arc, there was a certain spot where the water coming down stung your skin. I would equate it to an airsoft gun. Everywhere around those particular, localized, and condensed water droplet bombs was mostly heavy mist. That’s where most of the younger kids and parents with their toddlers were. But for us brazen and dumb pre-teens, we wanted to feel pain and be stronger for it.
“I bet I can go for ten seconds!” Colton yelled at me over the noise. Kaitlyn and Connor came running up to us after, drenched to the bone to see what we were talking about. Brennan was off a little bit from us, still spinning.
“No, you can’t!” I yelled back.
“Wanna bet?”
“He won’t do it,” EJ said to me. “That stuff stings like the dickens. I could only do three seconds.”
“The ‘dickens?’” Colton laughed. “What does that even mean?”
“I bet I can do ten seconds,” I interrupted.
Colton’s attention returned to me, surprised that I’d challenged him. “Whadya wanna wager?” he asked with his typical, trouble-making grin.
“What do you wanna wager?”
“I asked first!”
There was no way I was going to throw up my holographic Charizard card, was there? No way. That was incredibly too valuable. Plus, I didn’t know what he was going to wager and if it would be anywhere near the value of the card. But the words came out of my mouth anyway, “I’ll put up my Charizard.”
“The Pokemon card?!”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t want that stupid crap! I want your Super Soaker.”
Now that was not something I expected; I for sure thought that he was going to take the golden deal. I mean, he could sell the Charizard for like a hundred bucks somewhere. It was a way better offer—a stupid one on my part—but a way better offer than my one-legged Monster XL.
“Your loss.” Inside I was relieved. “Now, what do I get if I do it?”
“I’ll wager an ass-beating.” A booming voice from behind me that was ever so familiar. “But that’s gonna happen, regardless.”
My heart started knocking. Why had I forgotten where we were on the street? Why had I let my guard down? The fire hydrant just so happened to be directly in front of the one house I never wanted to be near. He’d clearly seen us from inside, as neither he nor his parents were joining in the festivities up the street.
And he had his whole gang with him.
I turned around. Spiked hair. White wife-beater. Spike necklace. He and the End of the Street Boyz were all standing just outside the water coming down. “Yeah, you heard me right,” Phoenix said. “Either way, I’m gonna clock you—payback for you and your little ginger friend.”
“Excuse me?!” Colton said. “Don’t you have a cathedral to stand on?—your ugly, gargoyle-looking ass.”
Everyone around erupted in laughter—all except Brennan, who was a deer in headlights at the sight of Phoenix.
“Watch your mouth, punk!” Carlos said, stepping forward. And in a condescending tone, said, “Don’t make him tell your sister how rude you were to her boyfriend.” He gave a head nod up the street, insinuating going up there to tell her. “And you don’t have that stupid mutt down here to save you this time. Someone needs to put that thing down.”
Never threaten someone’s dog. Colton didn’t want to take his attention away from Phoenix, but when someone threatens your dog, you don’t let it slide.
Colton charged Carlos, but with plenty of room to parry it, Carlos shuffled to the side and got into a wrestler’s stance. Zander, the live-action Shaggy from Scooby-Doo, pushed Colton as he was trying to make another go at Carlos, rendering him off balance. Colton was two on one, while EJ started to square up against Tanner.
It was our first official “Scrap at the End of the Street.”
Seeing his chance, and in my split-second change of attention from the fight to him, Phoenix ran up and threw a right cross at me. Fast, but not fast enough, I dodged half of it, but the long fingernail of his thumb caught right under my eye, slicing my skin.
Somewhere within the white noise of the water splashing down, I thought I heard Kaitlyn yelling, “Stop it!” And within seconds of her words, our first full-on scrap was cut drastically short.
A group of firefighters ran over and grabbed us all with ease; they were infinitely stronger than us. Like referees breaking up brawls in football, hockey, or basketball, so too did they break up what could have turned into a full-on melee under the water. It was the second time an adult had stopped the fight; the first was with Chrissy. When were we going to get the chance to finish this beef once and for all?
At one point, I caught a glimpse of some parents with their little ones, holding them safely and away from us, shaking their heads in disapproval.  
“Get outta here!” one firefighter yelled to the four soon-to-be freshmen. The firefighter was jacked, with two tattoo sleeves and a thick, scruffy beard.
“This is my house!” Phoenix yelled, pointing to it.
“Well then, go inside or go to juvie!” the firefighter said, moving toward them all. “Michael’s cop buddies should be here any moment.”
“I ain’t afraid of no pigs!” he shouted back.
Wrong words to say.
The firefighter got right in the face of Phoenix, who surprisingly stood his ground. In a low voice that I couldn’t hear, I could see Phoenix’s demeanor change to one of fear. I really wish I’d known what the firefighter said to him that day, but I never will.
The four punks started walking away, down the top part of the T-intersection towards Carlos’s house. They looked back a couple of times.
“Colton, are you okay?” another firefighter asked.
“I’m fine.” Colton was still a hot tamale; I could tell he wanted to bolt after them still. Deliberately, the firemen were standing between Colton and the End of the Street Boyz, who were moving quickly, but still only about fifty feet away. Instead of giving in, Colton went back under the water, leaned his head back with eyes closed and arms out wide, and had his Shawshank Redemption moment. His internal fire was put out.






  
  
Dusk had fallen, but the humidity remained. Sticky. The lightning bugs were making their glowing mating call, but the mosquitos were feasting. Itchy. A mixture of sweat and fire hydrant water was probably an elixir to them, a cocktail. That with the main spirit being blood. 
Everyone out in the empty soybean field was swatting constantly—mosquitos are notoriously bad in agricultural fields.
But me? I had welts. Freakin’ welts. I had some sort of bigger reaction to bites than others did; I have no idea why. Instead of a small bite the size of a penny, mine blew up to the size of a quarter. And they itched. Damn, did they itch.
And these disgusting and daring buggers didn’t care whatsoever about bug spray; the citronella in it didn’t deter them. Over the many millennia of human evolution, so too have mosquitos evolved, picking up a tolerance to our many deterrent ways.
Bottle rockets, Roman candles, and Black Cats. Lady fingers, Sea Sparrow Missiles, and Whistling Busters. Wolf Pack, Copperhead, and Red, White, & Boom. Everything that was illegal in Kansas, we had. Someone even brought a couple of M80s (quarter stick of dynamite). They echoed all around the rolling hills.
While the adults, and some of us older kids, lit off the big guns, younger kids ran all around EJ’s backyard with sparklers, sometimes getting distracted by the big booms and mortars blooming in the sky.
And finally, after an hour or so of all the adults bringing their illegal goods to the show, Mr. Jacobson, Michael Brown, and Frank Kent pooled together the biggest ones and, about thirty feet out into the field, put together an elaborate configuration for a grand finale.
With two or three wicks to light each, they counted down from three and started lighting them all. They retreated with ample time to see the show that they so elegantly created. Multiple mortars exploded in the sky in unison as fountains of sparkles stayed at the ground level as a compliment.
Everyone around cheered, while yelling, “Happy Fourth of July!”
Then everyone meandered back to the front yards and the street. The block party was fizzling out, and the parents were starting to put things away. It was a race against time, with the sun already well below the horizon. Plus, there were more fireworks in store.
Some, including my parents, the Jacobsons, the Reynolds, the Barnes, and the Browns, were going to make their way to the park on the other side of the subdivision, which was having a legit and professional firework show at ten-o’clock. They were all driving over, we were biking.
At nine-fifty, with everyone changed into new clothes and with their bike under them, we all met out front of EJ’s house, passing around more bug spray, hair gel (Connor and Colton had even started spiking up their bangs), and pumping air into our tires. I had Macgyvered—with duct tape—my Walkman and plug-in speakers to my bike frame and put in “The Arnold Mix” that Lawrence had made. 
“Everybody good?” I asked.
“Wait, a second. I still gotta put this all on,” Brennan whined as he put on all of his protective gear.
“Come on, man.” Colton said. “We gotta go. You look like a jackass in them, anyway.”
“Shut up, assmunch,” EJ said, defending Brennan. I was actually impressed by the portmanteau; I hadn’t heard that one before. “There was a time when you had to wear those damn things, too. You’re being a hypocrite.”
“You don’t even know what that word means,” Colton said.
“Yeah, I do!”
Both were now puffing out their chests out at each other, while Brennan was starting to get emotional, as he frustratingly continued with his gear. Colton’s words had gotten to him. “People are going to make fun of me.”
“No, they won’t,” I reassured, going over to him and putting an arm on his shoulder. “If it makes you feel better, I can go home and get mine on.”
I was relieved when he said that I didn’t have to.
When Brennan was all done, EJ yelled into the garage, where his parents were still putting things away, “We’re taking The Fun Route, Mom. We’ll see you there.”
“Do you have your walkie-talkie?” she replied.
“Yes, Mom.”
“Is it on channel six?”
“Yes, Mom.”
“Okay, keep in touch.”
I pressed play on my Walkman, where “Jurass Finish First” started playing, and we rode off into the night.

      [image: ]Me at lead, the harder I pedaled my NEXT, the more the wind broke the heat. It was a small release. Even when the road going up the hill to the lake came, it wasn’t as miserable as usual; not once did any of us complain about the incline. In fact, Colton and EJ were busy ramping off of the quarter pipe curbs, Brennan was trying a wheelie, and the twins were just laughing.
And we all knew that what comes up must come down.
When we got to the top of the hill where most of the housing development stopped, with the lake just down and to the left but not visible to us at night (just the lights from the owner’s house on the cliff on the other side), we hung a left before it. Off in the distance to the north, we could see flashes followed by delayed booms. The show had just started.
The new-ish road we were now on was expanding every time we ventured onto it; both sides had more houses with fresh sod laid and cars parked in driveways. One by one, vacant lots were getting foundations put in and framing started. 
“Watch out for nails!” I yelled back. I immediately thought to myself that was indeed stupid to say, a fool’s errand in the dark. The newly installed streetlights could only reach so far and were spaced enough distance apart to where the rider in front of you would disappear for several seconds, either until your own night vision/eye adjustments kicked in, or the next streetlight came up.
But as we got about halfway to the end of the road—around the small sweeping right—and the more we followed the magical display, the more everything around us started to illuminate. Over the newly built houses on the left side, we saw flares shooting up hundreds of feet before exploding into marvelous showers of golds, reds, and purples—greens, sapphires, and whites.
It’s a dangerous thing to do, riding a bike at night on a street with construction hazards, all while looking up, distracted by fireworks above. But we were living young and wild and free.
Our speed really began to pick up. The beginning climb of The Fun Route was always worth the first coast. I took my feet off the pedals and put them on my back pegs and stood up, still holding onto the handlebars. I swayed back and forth like a snowboarder or skier and looked back to see everyone had followed my lead and was doing the same thing.
At the end of the quarter-mile or so street, was the one cul-de-sac, but also the last off-shoot street that fell off to the left that also ended in a cul-de-sac—no houses there yet, just one foundation. We took the left.
The whole off-shoot street was illuminated by the show, as now they were truly right over our heads; the cracks were instantaneous rather than delayed.
When we got to the end of the off-shoot street and to the house-less cul-de-sac, we ramped off the curb into dirt that quickly turned into the grass field of the park. Off ahead of us, maybe five-hundred feet, were about two-hundred people. Some were sitting in lawn chairs, others on blankets. They were all facing north as we came in from the south.
We coasted to them (this part of the field was also slightly declined) and stopped in a line just near the back of the pack. I turned off my Walkman and we sat and watched and smiled.
Cracks and showers covered the entire sky above us. Cheers and applause erupted when multiple spheres blew up within milliseconds of each other. Beers were cheersing against each other while someone was blaring “Dixieland Delight” out of a pickup, backed in and parked on the grass off to our left. Each time there was a burst in the sky, I could see couples dancing to the music.
I looked to my right. Kaitlyn, Connor, and Colton were all smiling and looking up. I looked to my left. EJ and the padded-up Brennan were looking up in wonder. As I returned my gaze ahead again, and as if Father Time had cranked the dial back on motion again, where everything was half or even quarter of regular speed, a girl was walking straight for me.
No way. It can’t be.
I squinted to make sure I wasn’t imagining it. Short, ripped jean shorts, what looked like a Hollister shirt, and long hair.
I about fainted.
“Hi, Andy.”
Monica Schneider.






  
  
As she got closer, I could see that it was indeed a Hollister shirt, a pink one. It was complemented with a choker necklace. 
“H–hey, Monica.” My heart was thumping. Even with my growing confidence with the girls at camp the last several weeks, Monica was in a league of her own. She knew it. And she played off of it. Her confidence was stronger than any of the girls I’d known.
“He’s nervous around you,” Colton blurted out.
My head about snapped off as I glanced at Colton. I was pissed. I did my best to recover. “O–oh, oh yeah, you know it,” I stuttered.
He nodded his head to her and mouthed, “He is.” She smiled and looked back at me.
“Are you actually going to talk to Kate and me or just continue to throw water balloons at us in the pool?”
“Uh, of course…” I swallowed the lump in my throat, “...of course I will. Sounds rad.”
“Did you just say, ‘rad,’ Andy?!” Kaitlyn laughed. “Who are you, Keanu Reeves, from Bill and Ted’s?!”
My asshole friends started snickering.
“Shut up, ya shitlizards!” EJ was the closest to me, so I punched him in the shoulder. He winced and said, “Ow,” but then went back to snickering.
When I turned back to Monica, she pointed up behind us. “I just saw you guys ride in. Where did you come from up there?”
“We, uh, we—Shut! Up!” The snickering and whispers between the crew were pissing me off and embarrassing me; I’m sure my cheeks were rosy. “We go on this route through the subdivision that we call ‘The Fun Route’. We’ve been doing it for a couple years now. Stupid name, I know.”
Where are my parents? I hope they don’t see me talking to a girl like this. That would be weird. I had no idea where all our families were; they had to be around there somewhere.
“I don’t think it’s stupid. That sounds fun,” she giggled. I couldn’t tell if she was being sincere or mocking. There was a brief pause in the conversation as we marveled at another enormous round of explosions above us. When she turned back around, she asked, “What happened to your eye? Looks like you got in a fight.”
I’d forgotten about it. It had stung for a bit after it happened, especially with the fire hydrant water getting into it, but then I forgot about it. It was only when I had a chance to look in the mirror after a bathroom break, I saw a pretty visible, red scratch right on top of my left cheek bone.
When I saw my parents later in the day, they didn’t ask about it. Maybe they saw it but figured I was just being a rough thirteen-year-old boy. We get dirty, bruised, and scratched up. It’s the way of life.
I’m not sure if the firefighters told Mr. Brown what had happened—if not, I’m sure they were going to—but my parents hadn’t mentioned anything about either of the topics at hand: fight or scratch.
“We actually did get in a fight,” Colton boasted. “That dillweed, Phoenix, and his crew tried to take us on. They stood no chance.”
Rather than call Colton out for a pretty apparent, fabricated and exaggerated lie, I kept quiet. Surprisingly, so did everyone else.
“Really?” Monica asked with a worried look on her face. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah—” my voice cracked when I said it. More snickers. I cleared my throat and, in a deeper tone, said it again. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
“Who’d you get in a fight with?”
“Phoenix, Carlos, Zander, and Tanner.”
“Oh, they’re jerks. I don’t like them. Didn’t you used to carpool with Carlos? I think he mentioned that once.”
There was a jealousy that arose in me. Why? I have no idea. It wasn’t justified. I had plenty of opportunities to hang out with Monica and Kate, but I threw water balloons and ran from them instead. But knowing that she’d hung out with Carlos before didn’t sit well with me. In a bit of a snarl I asked, “You’ve hung out with Carlos before?”
“He does live right next to me, Andy.” She said it in a playfully, condescending way. “I mean, it’s not like we’re good friends or anything. We have mutual friends and our parents know each other. He was okay for a little while—edgy, but okay. Then he started hanging out with Phoenix and things changed. They all started to change. Tanner, Zander, and Carlos became rude and started acting like a-holes.”
“He was always an asshole to me,” I said. “We never got along.” I said it in a poopy pants kind of way. I wish I could have said it instead with a hint of “I don’t give an F-” but alas, I didn’t. It came across that it bothered me, when in reality, it didn’t…I think.
“Probably for the best.” She smiled and went silent once more. It got awkward.
So, I was either winning this conversation with her extravagantly, or I was crashing and burning right before my eyes. I couldn’t read her. I couldn’t read at whether my awe-inspiring conversational skills impressed her, or if she thought I was still afraid of catching cooties. Did she regret coming up to talk to us? Probably. 
Say something, man! You’re losing her! Use what you learned and ask her something. Compliment her. Just do something!
“I like your—” Son of a bitch! Stop! My voice cracked again. Everyone started laughing.
“What’s wrong with you?” Colton asked. “You must be seriously nervous around her.”
I ignored him. “I like your shirt,” I said in that forced deep voice.
“Oh, this?” she said, looking down at her top. “Thanks. I love Hollister. Have you ever been?”
“Nope. Abercrombie, though.”
“I looove Abercrombie. It’s just more expensive.”
“True.”
At that moment, I regretted not spritzing myself with Fierce before the bike ride. Had I known she was going to be there at the park, I would have sprayed myself two, three, maybe four times with it to get her easily under my spell. Instead, I smelt like freakin’ Deet, citronella, and gunpowder.
“Is that where you got your puka shell necklace?” she asked. EJ lit up, too, hoping that she would notice his.
“How’d you know?” I asked.
“I see them at the counter every time I go in. Also, I like your hair.” She smiled.
The fireworks picked up greatly in intensity. The finale. Monica turned around and looked up as seemingly dozens of spheres exploded, some having delayed shower effects. “Fishing in the Dark” was now playing out of the pickup, and people were still swinging their partners around. Some single people had joined in, but with a bizarre dance called a “two-step.”
For about a minute we all stared in spectacle, although my mind was racing on what to do next. I had been granted a decent pause in the dialogue, so I had to make my best of it.
Just ask her.
I tapped Monica on the shoulder. “We’re riding back after this. You wanna ride on my pegs?”
“Sure,” she said with a smile.
Hell yeah.
“I have flip-flops on, though.”
“You’ll be fine, I promise.” I smiled back.
When the night sky was dark once more, and the masses of spectators rose to applaud the show, and the land smelt of more gunpowder, and the pickup truck now played “Time Marches On,” I turned to the rest. “Aight, let’s go.”
It was time to finish the best part of the circuit. 
“Mom. Dad. We’re heading back on The Fun Route. Over and out,” EJ said through his walkie-talkie.
“You ready?” I asked Monica.
“Yup.”
She walked behind me, and a mixture of citrus and flowery perfume flooded up my nose, immediately intoxicating me. It was like when Poison Ivy’s perfume caught the noses of both Batman and Robin. She put both hands on my shoulders, hopped up on the pegs, and I started slowly pedaling out of the grass.
“What’s that perfume?” I asked.
“Hollister Malaia.”
“It smells good.”
“Thanks.”
There was only one hill to go up, and it was right away. It was less taxing than the first one that started the route, but a tad steeper. With an extra person on the back, it was necessary to stand up to pedal, but twenty seconds later, we were at the top, looking at a long, gradual decline. I stopped. Everyone else stopped beside me.
“Sorry, guys, almost forgot.”
I turned on the Walkman and the speakers again and started flipping through the songs.
“Let’s just goooo!” Connor said, annoyed. Everyone laughed. Everyone but me. Not that I was offended, but it was The Fun Route that we were on. It was sacred. And this night, for whatever reason, was proving to be more sacred than most; there was something in the air. Was it love? Nah, no way. But I wanted to cherish it for what it was, whatever it was.
These were wild and wise thoughts coming from a thirteen-year-old, but I was living in the moment and wanted to be in it for as long as I could.
The track selection stopped on “Starry Eyed Surprise” as we rode into the night once again.






  
  
Once again, the humidity of the evening was cut like a knife as the wind blew past us. The bikes swayed back and forth, and the curbs were being jumped again. We were all picking up speed, gliding without a cause. 
I took my hands off the handlebars and held them straight out to the sides.
“What are you doing?!” Monica gasped.
“It’s like Titanic.” She couldn’t see it, but I was smiling.
“You’re going to kill us both!”
I knew what I was doing. Both in the sense that I’d done it a million times before, and that I had done it on purpose to show off to her and make her think that I was hawt.
“No, I won’t. Just hold on.”
Monica moved her hands off my shoulders and wrapped her arms around me like a frat boy wraps a sweater around his Ralph Lauren, salmon-colored button-down. She put her face right next to mine.
“You better not.” I could smell the spearmint gum on her breath as she spoke.
That long decline seemed like an eternity. As the cicadas sang and the lightning bugs danced, we were caught in a standstill. Nothing mattered. Not Phoenix and all his bullshit. Not the war across the world. Not summer being half over and the dread of going back to school. Not the ever-increasing drama in the Real World house. The night, the street, and the bikes were ours. 
But then the road ran out. It just had to run out, and that moment was lost forever.
We stopped at the end of the cul-de-sac where the bagpiper lived, looking down. There below us were the houses that lined 45th Street, including Brennan’s, right down and to the right. The lights in his kitchen and over his kitchen table were on, brightening a portion of his backyard. 
“The last part of The Fun Route,” I told Monica. She had put her hands back on my shoulders.
“You go down that? Andy, I can’t even see the ground! How do you know there’s not a hole or something?”
“Well, we usually do this during the day. So—”
“So, will you lovebirds shut up and kiss or something so we can just go?” Colton yelled. “Unbelievable.”
“Why don’t you lead the way then, ya shitbird?” I cursed.
“I will!”
Without thinking twice, he pushed forward with his feet, grabbed his pedals, stood up, and disappeared down into the void.
The soil was rough—no rain in several days. Any miscalculation or random hole or rock would land us on our faces.
However, in seconds, in no more than five blinding seconds, we were at the bottom and emptying out into the street. It was a breeze—a piece of cake.
Along 45th, there were a couple of neighbors still straggling about, sitting in front of their houses or zig-zagging down the sidewalks, all at different levels of intoxication. But other than that, you would never guess that there had been a block party there mere hours before. 
Colton and the rest had gathered by the mailbox and streetlight that sat in front of Brennan’s house.
“What’s everyone doing now?” Kaitlyn asked.
“I’m going inside,” Brennan said. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow or something.”
With that, he walked his bike up the driveway, entered the code to his garage, and started stripping off all of his pads.
“I’ve gotta take her home,” I said. “I’ll catch up with y’all on AIM.”
Colton whistled that stupid cat-call whistle, and I flipped him the bird in return.
Monica and I continued down the end of the street, in front of Phoenix’s house—where the lights were all off—and hung a right, right past the fire hydrant. A couple more seconds of pedaling and I looked right to see Carlos’s house, also all dark inside.
Directly across from his house, I turned into her cul-de-sac and rode up to her driveway, stopping right at the beginning of it.
“Thank you. I had fun,” she said as she stepped down off the pegs.
“Me, too.”
Before I had time to react, she kissed me on the cheek, then walked up her driveway. My mind went blank. I couldn’t believe it. Of all the guys swooning over her, she chose me. Right? She chose me…right?
She turned around when she was halfway up. The light over her garage spotlighted her so that I could actually see her and how tan she was. Her hair was dirty blonde with platinum streaks in it. She was hawt.
“I was serious when I said let’s hang out again sometime. Instead of you guys throwing water balloons at us, just come swim instead.”
“We can…um, yeah…I mean, sure. Whatever…whatever floats your boat.”
“Um, okay?”
“Goodnight, Monica.”
I turned around and headed back home, the biggest smile on my face.
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There’s nothing like the smell of gunpowder in the morning. If I would have known what the flowing waters of the Rockies, Coors Light, smelt like at thirteen, I probably would have said it smelt like that, too. 
The street at nine in the morning was a ghost town—only a slight breeze. Any second I was bound to see a tumbleweed and hear an Ennio Morricone song. There were reminiscences of smaller firecrackers’ debris and charred pavement.
Even the birds were quiet—either sleeping in or still traumatized from the night’s ruckus.
My mom was craving blueberry pancakes and was going to teach me how to make them. We had to go to the store to grab materials, as she was all out of Bisquick and blueberries. I wanted some Capri Sun, too.
Back at home, after the cooking lesson and after I’d devoured my first stack of pancakes, I had just squirted on a truckload of syrup on my second stack when Brennan rang my doorbell. I told him he could go over to EJ’s and wait for us all to gather there—that I’d be out in ten minutes. He said, “Okay.”
I should have just invited him to come in, for my mistake greatly influenced the rest of the summer.
Brennan, Colton, EJ, and I were going to hang out in the soybean field that morning. We were first going to check if there were any leftover or forgotten fireworks to gather; EJ and Colton still had some Black Cats but were all about adding more to their repository. You never knew when you were going to need them.
We were then either going to make some dirt ramps for our bikes, as we did in times past, or go down to an area in the field that was washed out by water, creating a small dirt canyon. There we did jackass stuff like they did on the TV show and movies.
After I finished eating five minutes later, I grabbed another Capri Sun and headed out the door. I hadn’t even reached the end of my driveway when someone was yelling at me. EJ was at the end of his driveway with Brennan. I didn’t catch it all at first; my mind was still slow at processing words and directions that morning. My mom had already saved me from screwing up the pancake recipe (which was super simple, might I add).
But what I did process was Brennan crying.
Oh God. Not again. What happened?
At the end of my driveway, I shouted, “What happened?” just as EJ was shouting something again to me.
“What?” I said, with one hand on the handlebars while the other held the Capri Sun.
“They took his iPod!”

      [image: ]“What?!” I asked when I got to them. I just wanted to make sure I heard it right.
“They took his iPod,” EJ said again.
“What? How?”
“They stole his backpack.”
I dropped my bike and Capri Sun and went up to inspect Brennan. “Did they hurt you?”
He shook his head.
“Did they say anything to you?”
“N-n-no. T-they were coming up t-the s-street. I ran and hid. T-then they took it.” He looked up at me with the saddest of eyes. “My iPod was in there!”
“I know, buddy. It’s okay. We’ll get it back.”
His Jansport backpack had had snacks, water bottles, some bandaids, and, yes, his iPod in it. He had been going through it, trying to find a snack while he waited for us all, when he looked down the street to all four of the End of the Street Boyz riding up. In his panic, he ran to EJ’s backyard (if EJ’s garage would’ve been open, he would’ve gone in there) leaving his bike and backpack near the end of the driveway. When EJ came outside several minutes later, he noticed the bike there, but no Brennan.
“I started calling for him,” EJ said. “Eventually, he came up the side yard and noticed that his backpack was gone. He yelled, ‘My backpack!’, and that’s when he told me his iPod was in there.”
Across the street, Colton’s garage door opened. We all looked over to see Colton getting his bike from the corner of it.  When he was out in the open and making his way to us, he already knew something was up. “What happened?”
“Phoenix stole Brennan’s iPod!” EJ yelled across.
Colton didn’t say anything until he stopped right by us. “How did that happen?”
“None of us were outside yet except for Brennan,” EJ said. “When he saw them riding up the street, he ran and hid, but accidentally left his backpack. They took it. His iPod was in there.”
“M-m-my parents are g-g-gonna kill me,” Brennan stuttered.
“No, they won’t. We’re going to get it back,” I reassured him again. I looked at EJ. “Stay with him. Colton and I are gonna go find them.”
“No!” EJ argued. “I want to go with you.”
I looked over to Colton, who had the look on his face like, “Don’t you dare tell me to stay”.
I looked back at EJ. “We’ll be right back. Just stay here. If we need backup, we’ll come get you.”
“You freakin’ better.”

      [image: ]We first went to Phoenix’s house. I’m not sure how many times I rang the doorbell—my heart surging with adrenaline. This must have been the first time that I understood the analogy of if someone’s “blood was boiling.” I felt like a whistling teakettle; the heat in my body wasn’t escaping and stayed course through my veins.
No one answered and there weren’t any bikes littered in the driveway. Pretty obvious that no one was home.
We then rode down to Carlos’s. Again, no bikes anywhere to be found, but regardless, we rang the doorbell and Mrs. Mendoza answered. “Good morning, Andrew. Good to see you.” She had a warm and inviting smile on her face and a slight accent. “How’s your summer so far? How are your parents?”
As sweet and kind as she’d always been to me, I didn’t have time for small talk. “Good. They’re good. Is Carlos home?”
“I’m afraid not. He and the boys are out riding around somewhere. If you do see him, please tell him that lunch will be at noon.”
Nah, I don’t think I will, I thought to myself.
Colton and I continued on to the oldest part of the subdivision, where the model houses were. On either side of the main road, coming into the subdivision, were two short roads across from each other that ended in cul-de-sacs. From the sky, I’m sure they looked like a dog bone or something. Tanner lived on one side, Zander the other.
We’d forgotten which house was Tanner’s, but it didn’t matter; we didn’t see any bikes anywhere. And we bailed on ringing the doorbell at Zander’s.
We stopped back on the main road.
“We should just go back to EJ’s and stake out. Maybe they’ll show up eventually,” Colton said.
I thought about it for a second, fresh out of ideas in the search for them. I didn’t want to go back to EJ’s—it sort of felt like giving up and being passive—but it was probably the smart thing to do. “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s go.”
As we were turning left back onto 45th, right by Phoenix’s house, I remembered the lake. “That’s where they are,” I said, mostly to myself. I guess it was loud enough for Colton to hear.
“Huh?” 
How could I forget?
I kicked it into high gear, standing up as I pedaled up the hill as fast as I could to EJ’s.
“Dude, Andy, what the—” Colton was trying to keep up.
“EJ!” I boomed as I power slid into the driveway. He and Brennan were both in lawn chairs drinking Kool-Aid Bursts. “Give me a walkie!”
“Why?” he asked. He sensed my urgency and stood up quickly, and was about ready to bolt inside for the walkies.
“I think they may be up at the lake and I’m gonna go look.”
“Why do you think that?” EJ asked. Colton had just reached the driveway.
“Andy, what the hell was that all about?” he asked. I ignored him and answered EJ.
“Because I saw Carlos, Zander, and Tanner there the other day. They saw me and my dad and left right away. I think they hang out up there or something.”
“Wait!” Colton bellowed. “What the hell’s going on? Where did you see them?”
“Did you not just hear me?” I asked, giving him the side-eye. 
“Obviously not.”
“The lake. On my dad’s birthday. They were up there.”
Colton gave me a look of disappointment. “That was a whole week ago. Why didn’t you tell us?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just didn’t, okay? I’m sorry.”
“That would have been some good information to know, Andy.”
“Screw the walkies. I’m coming with,” EJ said matter-of-factly.
“No, you two both stay with Brennan.”
Colton didn’t like that one bit. “Don’t try to be a hero, Andy. You’re not Spartacus. I’ll come with you.”
“No!” EJ shouted. “You already went with him, it’s my turn.”
I loved the fact that they wanted to follow me into battle, but the last thing I wanted to do was allow Brennan and one other to be ganged up on again. The more people, the better the deterrent. It would have really helped to have Connor and Kaitlyn there, but alas, they were nowhere to be found. 
“Gentlemen,” I said, using a word of Lawrence’s. “If they roll through while I’m gone, at least there will be two of you here with him. If it’s just one of you, that’s not good. If they’re up at the lake, I’ll walkie you and you can meet me up there. Then we can pounce.”
“But—” Colton started.
“No, dude! Stay. I’ll radio in right away if they’re there.”
“This is dumb.” He threw his bike down and went into EJ’s garage to get a basketball at the same time EJ went inside to grab the walkies.
When EJ came back out a minute later, he handed me one. “Channel four.”
“Roger that.”






  
  
Once again, I was in high gear as I flew past my house and Brennan’s. My fear was that they were going to be gone by the time I got up there, and I was tired of playing this game of cat and mouse. 
By the time I reached the top of the hill to the lake, my quads and my lungs were on fire. The sweat came easily; my shirt was already sticking to me. And it was still before noon.
The vantage point was great up at the top of the street looking down on the lake. Instead of going down the “U” sidewalk, for fear of being caught, I stayed up at the path’s head and scanned the shoreline. I saw nothing. I was hoping to see a white or red shirt or something. Anything. Nothing. I then rode to the other side of the “U”, where, in between the two heads, on the street level, five or six new house foundations were being set. On the other side, looking down at the lake, still I saw nothing.
“Where the hell are they?” I said to myself. I pushed the button on the walkie. “They aren’t up here.”
A brief pause with static, and then: “Damn, really? What now? Over?”
“I don’t know. I’m coming back.”
The rest of the morning we staked out in EJ’s front yard. Shortly after I returned from the lake, Colton had threatened to confront Krista about it, but I stopped him. The fear was that she could warn Phoenix that we thought it was them, when they might not even know that we knew it was. They may have thought that they got away with the theft scot-free and without witnesses. This way, we could catch them off guard, deep in the lie.
He agreed.
It took a while for the subdivision to come to life, as life was moving quite slow. Little by little, neighbors’ garages would open, there’d be a little bit of activity, and then they’d close them. Or they’d leave, probably on their way to find brunch and “hair of the dog.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t invite you inside my house. Then none of this would’ve happened,” I said to Brennan. The guilt was starting to seep in. It was compounding with the guilt from flashlight tag.
“It’s okay. You didn’t know.” He’d calmed down and wasn’t crying anymore. In fact, I saw anger growing in him. I could tell he was tired of being picked on for being the youngest among us.
“Yeah, but still…” There was a decent-sized pause before I asked, “What are you gonna tell your parents?”
He pondered it for a moment, the dilemma he’d been playing on repeat in his head since it happened. “I don’t know yet. I might not tell them…if we can get it back.”
It wasn’t my business what Brennan did, but I wanted him to tell them. It wasn’t certain that we’d even be able to get his stuff back. Those bastards might try to sell the iPod first chance they get. That would be an easy two-hundred dollars in their pockets.
One hour turned into two. Two turned into four. We started taking shifts to go to our respective houses to eat snacks. But finally, as the sweltering high of the day hit, Colton stood up from his chair, looking down the street. I followed his gaze. The heat created the mirage, water effect on the road, but amidst it, there was a figure on a bike heading our way. Colton shifted his attention to his house, where, at the same time, his garage door was opening. Krista rode out on her bike.
“Oh, hell no.” Colton ran to his bike. So did I. So did EJ. Brennan went inside EJ’s garage and back to the corner, behind his mom’s minivan.
We all three raced out to the road and cut in front of Krista just as she hit the street. “What the—”
None of us spoke as we sped past her toward Phoenix. He noticed us pretty much right away and threw down his bike and got into a half-assed fighter stance. We threw our bikes down, too, right in the middle of the street.
“Give them back!” I snapped. 
“Give what back?” Phoenix smirked. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do!” I shouted. “Give them back now!”
Krista rode right in the middle of us, her brakes squealing. “What the hell is your problem, guys? This has gone too far!”
“Krista,” I demanded. “Tell this apple juice dribbling shitsmear to give back Brennan’s backpack and iPod.”
Phoenix wasn’t smiling anymore after that one. “What’d you call me?”
“You heard me.”
“You better watch your mouth or you won’t be able to use it anymore. You’ll be eating out of your nose.”
Krista turned to him and looked him in the eye. “What are they talking about?”
“Baby gurl, I have no idea what they’re talking about.”
“Don’t call her that!” Colton shouted. “Krista, this is the second time—”
“If he says he doesn’t have it—”
“He’s lying, can’t you—”
“He doesn’t have it—”
“I can’t believe you’re taking his—”
“Go away, Colton!” Krista finally had enough of it and screamed at the top of her lungs.
When it went silent, in a low voice, Colton said, “Krista. I’m your brother. Why would I lie about this?”
“Let’s go,” Krista said to Phoenix, ignoring her brother. They then turned around and rode away. Like Gollum, when he was overheard by Sam saying that he was going to kill him and Frodo then take the ring, and then turning around to Sam, hand-in-hand with Frodo and giving him the “You lose” smile, so too did Phoenix turn around and do the exact same thing to us (when I saw Return of the King later that year, that smile from Gollum reminded me of it whole-heartedly).
“You piece of shit!” Colton hissed.
I held him back from following them. “We’ll get them back,” I reassured. “We just need to be smart about this.”
We stayed there for a good minute watching them go. Finally, EJ spoke up. “Apple juice dribbling shitsmear?” he chuckled. “Where’d you come up with that?”
I smiled back at him. “Urbandictionary.com.”
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“Oh, now I hate this Phoenix kid even more,” the old woman says. 
“Honey, you didn’t even know him,” her husband says.
“What’s that matter? Remember when you said you hated Tony Soprano’s mother?”
“That was twenty years ago! And that’s a TV show. This Phoenix kid was a real person. You can hate TV show characters all you want—it’s acceptable. But hating someone you’ve never met?”
The old woman goes on as if she doesn’t hear him. “You went on and on and on about how terrible Livia was—for weeks!” She rolls her eyes and then smiles and winks at me. “Every dinner table discussion we had started with Livia this or Livia that.”
I can’t help but smile at these two bickering. 
“Whatever, I’m hungry,” the old man says. “I’m getting some chips and dip.” He looks at me. “Would you like to come inside?”
“Oh, no, I don’t want to impose.”
“Oh, nonsense,” the woman says. “Come inside and take a trip down memory lane. I’m not done with this story, anyway. Have some chips and dip.”
I have no choice but to accept.
We walk around to the front door and enter that way. Walking through the threshold is like a switch to the past; I see overlays—visions—of my friends and me racing upstairs or downstairs. I see family members over for holidays and birthday parties. I see myself playing piano reluctantly in the front dining room before going to school.
A thousand memories flash by me in a matter of seconds.
Then the visions fade and I’m left with a completely renovated inside—almost foreign. The cabinetry is all the same and in the same place, but it’s not white anymore; it’s a dark mahogany. The walls aren’t white anymore; they’re beige with a sponge pattern. Completely different furniture (obviously) scatters throughout. 
It was still home to me, but then again, it wasn’t.
“Oh, wow,” I say. “This looks completely different.”
“Do you like it?” the woman asks.
“I do.” That wasn’t a lie. I did like it. But it was just so different. “Did you do the renovations?”
“We did,” she says. “Not much had changed from when your parents owned it to the last couple who owned it. We decided to change it up a little.”
I take off my shoes and we walk further in on the hardwood floor. I glance out the windows behind the kitchen table and see houses. Now, by the time I’d left 45th Street, there were indeed houses behind us. But those first five or six years, there was nothing but the field. Still hard to see the houses out there and remember what once was.
“Hey, my dad built that playhouse!” Sure enough, in the backyard is our wooden playhouse still, complete with slider windows and a swinging front door. “And my uncle and dad built the deck.”
I’m surprised to see that the same deck was still there. It is a different stain when we lived there—it was maroon—but it’s without a doubt the same wood. My dad and uncle built that thing to last.
“Come. Let’s sit outside and enjoy the rest of the day,” the woman says.
It’s a little after five o’clock, and my stomach is indeed growling. I’m pleased when the chips and salsa get placed on the deck table and under the large umbrella. A pitcher of limeade is an accompaniment. The old man pours me a glass and hands me my own bowl of salsa. There’s a big party bowl of chips in the middle.
After a couple of crunches and sips, the old woman asks, “Alright, what happens next?”
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“What the shit?!” 
No matter how many war movies I’d seen up until that point, it hadn’t prepared me for the machine gun fire outside my window at three o’clock in the morning—the witching hour. I rocketed out of bed, almost smacking my head against the top bunk.
Although I wasn’t prepared for it in the slightest, I was wide awake at the onset. I rushed to the window and peered down. The strip was still going strong and strobing light up on the side of my next-door neighbor’s house.
I slipped on some shoes with no socks, grabbed my flashlight out of my desk drawer, and ran out of my room. My parents were both right there in the hallway.
“What is that?!” my mom asked with groggy eyes as I ran down the stairs, two at a time.
“Black Cats. Someone lit off freakin’ Black Cats outside my window. Douchecanoes!”
“Andrew! Language!”
I ran to the alarm and started typing.
4,5,7,2,1.
“System Disarmed.”
I then doubled back for the front door, ripped it open, and bolted towards the street. It was a fifty-fifty chance that they had gone the front way or through my backyard and out into the soybean field. I probably should have checked the latter first.
They’re dead! Phoenix and Carlos are whom I thought of.
When I saw no one up front, I jogged to the side of the house where the evidence remained. It was an enormous roll that, with its contents all gone and blown to smithereens, was akin to a snake shedding its skin. If it were a snake, it would have without a doubt broken the Kansas State Record.
Mom and Dad came up behind me.
“That sounded like a machine gun,” Mom said. She had her arms crossed tightly. Like my dad, she was also in a robe.
“Nah, not loud enough,” my dad countered. “Trust me. If it was a seven-six-two you’d know.”
My mom rolled her eyes. “Easy for you to say. We were on the complete opposite side of the house. Ask your son how loud it was. It was right at the base of his window.” 
They both looked at me.
“I mean, it was right here, it was pretty fu—” My mom’s eyes widened as it started to come out of my mouth. “I mean, freakin’ loud,” I said.
I heard something in the backyard. My head snapped in that direction. There was a shadow moving behind my playhouse. Again, I bolted for it.
“Andrew, where are you going?!” my mom yelled after me. I didn’t answer back; I just kept running. I ran across the yard at a diagonal and hopped the fence with ease. Back into the soybean field I went.
Maybe it was all moving too fast for fear to embrace me. Or maybe it was the anger that engulfed me. Nobody likes getting woken up in the middle of the night, especially with war noises specifically aimed at you.
Yeah, I was pissed.
I’m not sure how fast I ran, but it probably was on par with running from Phoenix during flashlight tag. It would be irony in its sweetest form—tables turned, if you will—if it were him I was chasing. But I was blindly running into it. 
Doubt started creeping in about if I’d actually heard the noise or not. Was it just a nocturnal rabbit stepping on a twig just on the other side of our fence? Did the wind blow something down? Or was it just my stupid imagination? Maybe I wanted to hear something—an excuse to take off in the manner that I did.
No matter where I shone my light, no matter where I thought I could find a hiding person, there was nothing. I went all the way down to the end of the street and found nothing. When I looked across to Phoenix’s house, all the lights were off except the front porch. No sign of movement.
I went out into the middle of Clear River Rd. and down towards Carlos’s. Same.
“He must have gotten Zander and Tanner to do his bidding,” I said to myself. While Phoenix lay comfortably in his bed, he had without a doubt contracted the two of them. They must have gotten away on bikes and in the opposite direction that I went.
I lost again. 
When I got back home, the kitchen lights were on and my parents were both standing at the island awaiting my return.
“What in the Sam hell’s going on, Andrew?” my dad demanded. Whereas, both my parents weren’t enraged that it had happened—they had probably chalked it up to kids being kids—they were very much annoyed and possibly thinking that there was something deeper to it.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, what the Sam hell’s going on? Are these the kids from down the street again?”
“I…I’m not sure.”
“EJ? Colton? Connor? No way it’s Brennan.”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, as I’m sure you could imagine, the neighbors—and your mom and I, of course—won’t be too pleased if it continues. If anybody, you should apologize to Ronda next door. Honey, do you know what side her bedroom window is on?”
“I’m not sure,” she said.
He looked back at me. “Well, I still think you need to apologize. I bet she’s up right this moment. Let’s give her a call.”
“You’re not going to make him call her now, are you?” my mom asked.
“Yeah, why not?”
“It’s three o’clock in the morning.”
“And?”
“And she may not have heard that. You’d be waking her up.”
Ronda lived by herself. I wasn’t exactly sure, but my guess was she was about ten years older than my parents—in her early sixties. She worked in healthcare.
And I didn’t want to call and apologize to her.
“Fine. It can wait until tomorrow, unless she calls us here momentarily. Deal?” He looked at me, one hand propping himself up on the counter.
“Fine,” I groaned. “Can I at least check AIM really quick?”
“Why?” my mom asked.
“Because if someone’s on there, then it could be them—there would be no reason to be up this late.”
“We have to leave for camp in four hours. I think it can wait.”
“But—”
“Eh!” She put her hand up, stopping me. “Normally I’d be perfectly fine with it, but I don’t want you to be a grump in the morning.”
She was right. I mean, half-right. She knew me. She knew I needed an hour or so to wake up—that hour being GrumpFest. But if I didn’t get good sleep, the grump would last well into the morning.
But it was in vain. Trying to sleep was vanity. I was wide awake, and my mind was on overload. It was as if someone had kicked the wild stallion and it wouldn’t stop. I just lay there and stared at the top bunk.
If it was Phoenix or Carlos—even if Phoenix had indeed told Zander and Tanner to do it—then it was a one-two punch to the gut. First Brennan’s iPod and backpack, now this.
But then, a thought made my heart sink. It was a one-two-three gut punch.
No way it was her. No freakin’ way.
Krista. Had she done it? Was she mad enough at me for the second confrontation with Phoenix that she thought this would be good payback?
No, it couldn’t have been her, I thought. I would have caught up to her no problem.
She was an athlete, no doubt about it, but she had no match for my speed.
This confused me. Girls confused me. That night confused me.
And to perfectly place the metaphorical cherry on top, off in the distance was a train blowing its horn, and the coyotes yipped and howled back at it, laughing at me in tandem.






  
  
“Someone lit off a roll of Black Cats outside my window last night.” 
 At first, he acted like he didn’t hear me or just didn’t care—just a little shrug. I made sure that he did. “Did you not hear me? Someone lit off a roll of Black Cats last night.”
“So what?” Marcus said. “It was Fourth of July weekend.”
“Yeah, but this was aimed at me!”
That morning, before heading to camp, I’d told EJ. At first, I pressed him. Although I was ninety-nine percent confident he didn’t do it, I pressed him anyway. When I could tell he wasn’t lying, I told him who I expected it to be, and he got just as fired up as me. It didn’t take much. My goal was to light the same fire in Marcus.
“Whatchu mean aimed at you?”
”I mean, someone debilerately lit off Black Cats right outside my window.”
“Deliberately,” Marcus said.
“Huh?”
“You said ‘debilerately’ or some crap. It’s deliberately.”
“That’s what I said. Debilerately. Anyways, EJ and I have already talked about revenge. He has some leftover Black Cats, too. So does Colton. We’re thinking about returning the favor. Would you wanna be lookout for us?”
His eyes widened and briefly he wore a grin at the mention of Black Cats, but then they both diminished at the mention of lookout.
By this point, Marcus had gotten pretty good on his crutches. Because he was stuck with them for so long, they basically became new appendages; he could now do all sorts of tricks with them, which started to mold his upper body into an Arnold-like, muscular shape. On top of that, against doctor’s orders, he was ditching the crutches from time to time and started running again. Well, more of a hobble, really, but it was something that if his mom and dad knew he was doing, they would be livid.
“A lookout?” he asked, puzzled. “While you guys…what…go out and light the fireworks off without me?”
“Yeah.”
“No way, jabroni!” he seethed. “You can’t do that to me! I wanna go with.”
“Marcus, you can barely run,” EJ said. “You could easily get caught.”
“No, I wouldn’t! I’m fast enough! Hell, Andy. You know how fast I am.”
“Were.”
“What?”
“Were. How fast you were. And I know you’ll get back to it, but we can’t take that chance right now. I can’t get grounded before we get Brennan’s iPod and backpack back. I just can’t.”
Although he didn’t know Brennan, I’d told him about the iPod and backpack the night before (July Sixth). He probably didn’t think much of it, as he was most likely distracted with talking to Nia, which had reached an all-time high. Things were serious on that front. Away messages on AIM now had things like “Marcus xoxo <3” and “Nia=My Shawty.” Serious.
“Whatever. You guys suck. You’re making me sit around like Farva. I’m not coming over.”
“Listen up, ladies and gentlemen.” Chrissy stepped up onto the counselor table’s bench. She waited a moment for the chatter to die down, but it didn’t take long. “Thank you. And welcome back. Hope y’all had a great Fourth of July weekend, but unfortunately, I have some sad news to share. Figured it best we get it out of the way.” She gave a brief pause as she took a deep breath. “Teddy’s dad passed away over the weekend. Teddy will no longer be at camp.”
There were gasps all around the shelter.
Chrissy looked right at our table after she said it. Whether she was looking directly at me or at the table as a whole, I don’t know. Needless to say, all of our reactions solidified her devastated look. Marcus’s jaw dropped. EJ was looking down into his lap. Danny looked back and forth at Marcus and EJ and mirrored them.
I was pissed.
No, I was infuriated.
It was an incredibly selfish feeling for me to feel, but I was infuriated. Not because of the death and the premature loss of a father and how life is unfair in that regard, but because I still needed Teddy. There was so much I owed to him—standing up for me, gaining confidence and style—but there was so much I still needed to learn from him. Sure, we had Lawrence, but he was older. He could relate to us, but only so much.
I was pissed because I never got a phone number. I never got to ask for last-minute advice. I never got to say goodbye.
A friendship was no more.
But the last bit of anger I held was probably the worst of them all: this was just another notch in the belt of crappy things that had happened in the last forty-eight hours. The weight of the world was crashing down on my shoulders and becoming unbearable.
I had a pen in my hand. I snapped it. I was starting to shake. I could feel my body heat rising.
Chrissy kept on talking about the week, but I wasn’t paying attention. Her words were similar to the grownups in Charlie Brown: Wawa-waha-waha.
It’s now or never, I thought. Just do it. Just get them. It’s payback time.






  
  
It was fishing week for me…and EJ… and Marcus. We didn’t plan it as such, but it seemed to be a good, calm introduction to the last month of camp. And I sure as hell needed something to calm me down and a moment to let my mind flow after the insane weekend. I needed time to think and to process my emotions. Of course, at thirteen I didn’t know that I was processing my emotions, but I just knew I needed time to myself.
I wanted to be left to myself to devise the plan. Yeah, I knew the basics of it: we sneak out, light the fireworks, and run. But we couldn’t get caught. We needed payback a thousand percent, but we couldn’t get caught. What was the best way to do this? Where, if he finally agreed to it, would Marcus stake out? Should we get Carlos’s house, too? Tanner and Zander’s were too far, and we again didn’t know where Tanner lived exactly.
But within the planning, the main thought that would burst in constantly like the Kool-Aid Man was the fact that I needed the Shox. There was no other way around it. They were vital to the cause and vital to success. My Chucks were good, but not good enough. And you damn well know that Kohl’s generic tennis shoes didn’t have the special powers that Nike Shox NZ’s did. I needed these shoes so that if I got into a pickle, I could just fly away.
I was deep in the visualization and fantasization of having the shoes when Lawrence sat down beside me on the bench that overlooked the water. We were at the park’s lake, right down the street from the shelter.
“You doing okay, man?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine.” I started concentrating on my cork in the water as it bobbed up and down and swayed with the light breeze, a scowl on my face.
Lawrence read the room. “Okay,” he said, standing up. “If you need someone to talk to, I’m always here for you, man.”
He started walking away when I stopped him. “Lawrence.”
He stopped. “Yeah?”
“It’s not just Teddy.” He came back over and sat back down. “These…these assholes that live on my street have been bullying the hell out of us all summer. One of them, the main leader of their gang or whatever, wants to fight me because he thought I ratted him out for punching me the first week of the summer. He got grounded for it. Well, this weekend he and his friends stole EJ and I’s friend’s iPod and backpack. Then, they lit off fireworks outside my window early this morning.” I started to get emotional. “I’m…I’m sick of it! I hate them and want to get back at them, and I want that damn iPod back.”
Lawrence sat there for a second, probably trying to process what all I’d just said, before replying. “That’s a lot of shit. Did you tell your parents about all of this? Did your buddy tell his parents that they stole his stuff?”
I shook my head.
“Well, why don’t you do that?”
“Because that looks weak. Then I would be the rat. And Brennan—our buddy—doesn’t want to get in trouble with his parents for losing the iPod. Trust me, I want him to, but he won’t.”
“That would make things a hell of a lot easier,” Lawrence said. Not thinking, he skipped a rock right by my line. “Oh, crap, sorry. Wasn’t thinking.”
I didn’t care. I wasn’t actively trying to catch anything. The fish could have my nightcrawler for all I cared—“Free Food Friday”…on a Monday.
“Look, normally I wouldn’t condone this,” Lawrence said. “I don’t condone violence. Walking away in most scenarios is the right thing to do. However, here you are again standing up for your friends, and I applaud that. There’s a quote that I saw one time that I love and I think it rings true to your current dilemma: ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’ I kind of think you have to do something here, Andy. What that is, only you can decide.”

      [image: ]“Mom. Dad. I really want to get those Nike Shox and I’ll mow the lawn every week from now until the end of the summer to do so. I’ll even do yard work.”
They both looked at each other, then back to their food. “Is that right?” my dad asked. “That’s the last thing I expected to come out of your mouth. I mean, the last part, that is. We both know you really want a pair of those…Shox.”
“Again, my only concern is people trying to steal them,” my mom said. “But if you really want them and have the money…”
“Well, that’s the thing,” I said, then had a purposely long pause afterwards. Was I fishing for an advance? Yeah, maybe. But if that wasn’t in the realm of possibilities, then some means of monetary work would need to be done ASAP, as I needed them for Friday. “I’m short. I only have fifty dollars.” I’d only mowed our yard twice since my spending spree at Abercrombie and on hair gel—twenty-five bucks a pop.
There was another pause in the conversation as my mom sliced her pork chop and my dad mashed his mashed potatoes into his mouth.
“There is some mulching and weeding to be done,” my mom said. “I was planning on that this weekend.” Then she took a bite.
“If you could help your mother with that, that would be awesome. I may or may not be on the road then.”
“Can we do it this week?” I questioned. 
Again, they looked at each other.
“Alright, something’s up. What’s the rush?” my dad asked. His stare was strong, so I had to look down at my plate.
“Nothing…I just really want them. I want them before the end of the summer.”
“There’s still plenty of summer left, Andrew.”
The anger I had that morning and into the day was simmering again. I could feel a slight adrenaline dump, and my breath quickened. How dare they question me? There was a time window, and it was closing; my patience was running out. A white lie slipped.
“Okay, fine,” I thundered. They both stopped what they were doing. “I want to impress the girls at camp. And capture the flag is next week. You know how competitive capture the flag is. I need new shoes for it.”
“There’s the answer,” my dad said with a smile.
“If you want to do some work this week, we can,” my mom said, also smiling. She looked at my dad. “What about Ms. Waverly? Have you checked in with her lately? Do you think she needs her lawn mowed?”
Ms. Waverly was just a name and a yard to me. She was an elderly widow on the other side of the subdivision that my parents knew slightly—acquaintances but not much more—enough to get me to mow her yard a couple of times the prior summer.
Although I myself had never seen her, I was more than familiar with her chihuahua. I despised that dog. It followed me from window to window, yapping and barking and yapping some more. Luckily, once the mower was running and my headphones were on, ignorance became bliss.
“No, not Ms. Waverly,” I complained. “Why can’t we just do the mulch here? Isn’t that worth fifty bucks?”
“What’s wrong with her yard?” my dad asked.
“She has that devil-worshiping chihuahua.”
Both my parents laughed—Dad just a little louder.
“Where’d you learn that term?”
I shrugged. It was another UrbanDictionary.com gem, but I wasn’t going to tell them that.
“Well, if you want those shoes, you may need to be brave to face her scary chihuahua.” He waved his hands up in the air mockingly as he said it.
“She pays decently, right?” my mom asked.
“Thirty-five dollars, I think,” I said.
She had a bigger yard than most. The way her cul-de-sac was formed, she had a far bigger backyard than everyone’s there. She definitely had a bigger backyard than us. Now, I’m not good at judging in square footage or acreage—I was never good at guessing how many jelly beans were in the jar, either—but if I were to guess, her backyard was probably about 5,456,834 jelly beans wide and 4,689,271 jelly beans long.
Not ideal.
“Fine, I’ll do it.”
“Perfect. I’ll give her a call after dinner,” my dad said. “Now tell me about these girls you’re trying to impress.”
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It was another flippin’ scorcher outside. The last like seven days running, the highs were all in the nineties. I was conditioned to it by this point, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t suck. I was already pretty drained from the pool earlier that afternoon, but I had a job to do and had to “pull up my bootstraps,” as they say. 
When I got to Ms. Waverly’s around four o’clock, it was the hottest part of the day and I was wearing denim jeans. I’d made the mistake the previous summer of wearing shorts the first time; weed-eating and bare legs don’t make for a good combo.
I was able to use her mower and weed eater, the only con being that it was the bag kind and she wanted her grass bagged. That was a pain in the ass. I hated wasting time having to stop every ten minutes or whatever it was, to empty the clippings; I just wanted to get the work done. Plus, after a certain number of inadvertent whiffs from the grass clippings being emptied into a trash bag, all the Claritin in the world couldn’t stop a nonstop sneeze attack and teary eyes.
The front didn’t take long. I attribute that to the Pepsi Blue EJ gave me and the 2 Fast 2 Furious soundtrack, which Marcus had burned for me awhile back. It had strictly become my CD for mowing lawns.
I also attribute it to the grace given to me: the window curtains in the front were shut—no chihuahua.
But my luck changed drastically when I got to the backyard. I wasn’t prepared for what it brought me. As if it were a way to get back at me for being on the outside of the glass and always disturbing its peace, I entered the meadow of muffins. The land of landmines. The lagoon of doo-doo.
Of course, I figured that out after it was too late. My luck. 
Hidden in the overgrown grass were, I don’t know, hundreds of them? Thousands of them? A bagillion of them?
“Son of a bitch!” I yelled, but it was drowned out by the motor. What I stepped in was fresh and it was soupy.
I looked at one of the backyard windows. There it was. Sitting there. Not barking. Just sitting there. Watching. Smiling. Enjoying it. I shuffled my feet in the freshly cut grass to smear it off—the smell of manure mixed with fresh-cut grass not really a pleasant one.
Clearly the dog had digestion issues, or her diet consisted only of pudding.
The next half hour was like the game of “Lava” as a kid. Or the one where you couldn’t step on a crack. I had to tippy toe while pushing the mower as I moved from the front of the backyard to the back; I was going in lines parallel to the house.
And each time I turned and glimpsed at that window, there it was, sitting and observing every step I made. The hatred for the dog was rising.
But as much as my hatred was growing, so was my confusion. Why wasn’t it barking away at me? Why was it just sitting there, smiling? Was it on some sort of benzodiazepine for dogs? Was it meditating? Had it been “awakened” since I’d last seen it—maybe had an ego death from an ayahuasca retreat in Guatemala?
Nah, none of that could be it. I think it was just enjoying the show, which it had probably been planning for me since last summer. When it found out that I was coming to mow, it went to work. And this work was really making me work for my thirty-five bucks.
It was a game—a game that I didn’t want to play but had no choice in the matter. I couldn’t quit because then I couldn’t take the check awaiting me in the little basket on the front porch. I mean, I could, but it wouldn’t be wise.
I stuck it out.
After the backyard was done, I knew I was on the home stretch. I lugged the mower back up to the front and into the garage—I may or may not have smeared a little poo on the cement floor—and whipped out the weed eater. The whole yard and sidewalk took about ten minutes.
A grand total of four scat piles with fresh footprints in them later, I took the weed eater back to the front. I set it in the back corner of her garage next to the mower and then closed the garage from the inside before running out and hopping over the safety sensors, watching my head from bashing against the closing door in the process.
Then my eye was very much on the prize, and there was no time to waste.
I snatched the check, hopped on my bike, and took off for home. When I got there, I told my parents about the crap fields similar to the DMZ between North and South Korea. They weren’t pleased. As my dad called her up to complain, my mom rushed me to the bank to cash the check before it closed, then took me to the mall.
I never mowed Ms. Waverly’s yard again.






  
  
“Are those them?” 
“Yup.”
“I’ll get someone.” My mom turned around to go grab a clerk to get my size in the back. As she did, I marveled near the front of the store and the display case, and held the one that I wanted.
“What size you lookin’ for?” the man asked when he came back with my mom. He had spiked hair and a goatee. He was an Air Force One kind of guy; he had on an all white pair. Perks of the job, I guess.
“Twelve or thirteen.”
“Awesome, I’ll grab ’em both.”
He went to the “Employee’s Only” section back behind the store. That’s where I stared and feared. I burned a hole into that curtain that led into the room; it was always a fear when the employees disappeared back there, for when they returned empty-handed, you knew they didn’t have your size. It was always a devastating ordeal. And for those of us who either had sizes they didn’t regularly stock, or were popular sizes that always sold out, it made it that much worse. I learned—only somewhat—to not get my hopes up when asking for twelves or thirteens, but with these, I begged, I pleaded, and I prayed that they had my size.
After two minutes of agony, he finally returned. At first, I couldn’t see if he was holding anything, but when he maneuvered around other patrons, he had a sole box in his right hand. He was holding it by the little finger hole at the end.
“Last pair of thirteens, kiddo. Hopefully, they work for ya.”
They did. For my luck, Nikes usually ran small and these fit perfectly.
“So, what do you think?” my mom asked as I stood up in them and walked around.
After several seconds, I turned around to her and smiled. “They—they’re perfect.” I turned to the clerk. “I’ll take them.”
He clapped his hands once. “Awesome! I’ll ring you up in the back. Do you want to wear them out or put them back in the box?”
I thought short and hard about this—didn’t have time for “long”—with the angel on my left shoulder saying to put them back in the box to take care of them, while the devil on my right telling me to wear them out. Luckily, I won the battle of selfishness and narcissism and put them back in the box.
At the back counter, after ringing me up and giving me my grand total, tax and all, I opened my wallet and handed over four twenty-dollar bills, one ten-dollar bill, and three five-dollar bills. I was officially broke once again. But of course, I didn’t care.
As we walked out into the early evening heat of July Eighth, as if getting closer to Mordor, it seemed fitting to name these shoes what I’d always intended: Black Riders.
I’d finally gotten them.
“Thank you for taking me, Mom.”
“Of course, honey.”

      [image: ]That night, AIM was poppin’. Kurules242 (EJ) was on. R0cKrDuDe1219 (Colton) was on. xXcutiewitabootieXx (Monica) was on. bLuEeYe_gReEnEyE (Kate Sadler) was on. Speed_cobra99 (Brennan) was on. Tha_human_joystick (Marcus) was on. xXAngel_HottiXx (Sage) was on. Sk8trGrl90 (Layla) was on.

xXcutiewitabootieXx: im goin on vacayyy!!

I was wondering if she was going to message me first; I’d won the game of “who’s going to message first.” I smiled. And, if she was indeed still interested in me, which it seemed like she was, I had thrown around the idea of telling her about our plans this weekend. I wanted her to be my confidant, as anyone that had the honor of riding on the back of my pegs was someone that I could trust. But it was probably smart to just keep that a secret.

KuR0cks16: rly?? where??
xXcutiewitabootieXx: lol florida
KuR0cks16: lcky!!
xXcutiewitabootieXx: y is that gross
KuR0cks16: huh
xXcutiewitabootieXx: u said icky
KuR0cks16: ooh haha i abbreved lucky
xXcutiewitabootieXx: rotflmao oohhhh mb
KuR0cks16: XD
xXcutiewitabootieXx: i was literally laughing out loud
KuR0cks16: hahahahaha

Hell yeah, I’m really funny. 
 
xXcutiewitabootieXx: but ya ill b gone 4 2 weeks
KuR0cks16: damn rly?
xXcutiewitabootieXx: ya :’(
xXcutiewitabootieXx: we wont be able 2 chat
KuR0cks16: dat sux
xXcutiewitabootieXx: ya i kno
xXcutiewitabootieXx: but well hang when i get bak, k?
KuR0cks16: def

There’s no denying that I was bummed that she was going away for a couple of weeks, but I was also relieved. This would potentially give me an extra two weeks to become a man—a lumberjack, firefighter, street racing, man—that she would be attracted to even more. I had to battle the twelve-year-old kid from last summer who was still running from the female counterpart.
In between my conversation with xXcutiewitabootieXx, I told Kurules242 and R0cKrDuDe1219 that Friday night was on—that I got the new shoes, the secret weapons. R0cKrDuDe1219 wasn’t as impressed as Kurules242 was. And when I told Tha_human_joystick that I got them, he was the most jealous of all.

Tha_human_joystick: damnnnn dude, rly?? im jelly
KuR0cks16: yup
Tha_human_joystick: u gon wear ’em 2 camp
KuR0cks16: nah savin ’em 4 da weeknd
Tha_human_joystick: r yall doin it
KuR0cks16: yup

There was about a two-minute delay before he finally messaged back. I knew he was in a deep, internal conflict about what he should do. I could understand why he didn’t want to be a Farva; you want to be out in the field, taking part in the action. But we needed somebody.

Tha_human_joystick: fine ill be lookout
KuR0cks16: u sure?
Don’t give him a way to back out, dumbass! 
Tha_human_joystick: ya its fine
Thank God.
KuR0cks16: perfect! thx
Tha_human_joystick: …

I didn’t talk to bLuEeYe_gReEnEyE, but saw she had lyrics from “Turn Off the Lights” by Nelly Furtado in her bio. Fitting, because that’s who she reminded me of.
However, I did briefly talk to Speed_cobra99. I told him that we were deep in the planning phases of getting his iPod and backpack back, but I didn’t tell him what we were going to do exactly.
Both xXAngel_HottiXx and Sk8trGrl90 messaged me and only talked about one thing: Teddy. Teddy didn’t have AIM and neither of them were brave enough to call his house phone; they told me Shannon tried once, but it went to voicemail. They told me how horrible they still felt and how they wished they could get ahold of him. I was very much in their shoes.
I was probably online for three hours that night. When my parents went to bed around ten, they told me I had one more hour and then I had to go to bed myself. So, when eleven o’clock struck, and after some incredibly deep conversations, I was about ready to sign off when one last door opened. It was in my “Enemies” folder.
Lil_Mexi_1988 (Carlos) was now on.
My first thought was to sign off and go to bed. The house was silent, but at any moment, I was bound to hear some footsteps coming from way up there. The heavier they were, the angrier they were.
But I pushed my luck.
My second thought was to blast out of the gate and call him out with something like, “I know it was you.” I’d seen that “Good Cop, Bad Cop” routine in movies before, and I intended on using it…with a split personality, I guess.
But that was easily squashed with the conclusion that I didn’t want to give it away that I suspected that it was them, because if I did, and fireworks went off at their houses at the end of the week, the suspicion on who it was would reflect right back to me. Instead, I wouldn’t say a word and act like nothing had happened.
My third thought was to clear something up with them because I never really got the chance.

KuR0cks16: i didnt rat out phoenix douchecanoe
Lil_Mexi_1988: ya u did…douchecanoe

I hated that he mocked me. I hated it even more that he took my insult and rubber-banded it back at me.

KuR0cks16: no i didnt! it was ejs rents
Lil_Mexi_1988: watever tattletale

That one hurt even worse. It was patronizing; it was condescending. I felt…demeaned—talked down to like I was a child in first grade, and I’d just told on Clarence Butch, the popular kid.
He called me a tattletale?! What a prick!

KuR0cks16: oh yeah u kno it

I tried the sarcasm and “brush off your shoulders” approach. I don’t think it worked too well.

Lil_Mexi_1988: u jus fessd up 2 it!

Oh, shrimpshit! I thought this worked a hundred percent of the time! I tried to laugh it off further, but I was sweating.

KuR0cks16: lol
KuR0cks16: watever u say
Lil_Mexi_1988: im telln phoenix
KuR0cks16: it wasnt me!

He broke me. I tried it. I tried to act cool, but he broke me.

Lil_Mexi_1988: bustd

I signed off.
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EJ, Marcus, and I didn’t talk much all day at camp, and it was now a Friday afternoon no different from when a high school football player gets ready for the big game under the evening lights. We were getting into the right mindset; anything to calm the butterflies in our bellies. 
It annoyed Nia. She had been extra chatty that day, and Marcus was only good at giving her one-word answers. It eventually reached a head.
“What’s wrong with you? Why won’t you talk to me? You’ve been in a funk all damn day,” she said.
“Nothin’. I’m just tired.”
“Yeah, I don’t believe you.”
She eventually got fed up with it and tore the rest of the Mean Girls away from us and back to their table.
Marcus’s ability to keep this major secret actually surprised me. Just like the fear of moles within government organizations, or double agents leaking classified documents, Marcus’s telling of our plan to Nia could have set off a cascade of devastating consequences of passing rumors that could potentially get dropped off on Phoenix’s desk, so to speak. No different than my thought of telling Monica; it could have been catastrophic. And girls just have a way of pulling secrets out of you.
But Marcus stayed true.
With Danny, and with the irony of his personality, I could see that he was feeling awkward due to our quietness. It was almost like he depended on us to be loud, obnoxious, and entertaining. When we didn’t exude that, he crawled into a cocoon—knees up to chest and arms wrapped around them.
Billy and Lawrence knew something was up right away, even when we denied it. Unless Lawrence told Billy and the other counselors about our talk that Monday, then Lawrence was the sole person outside of us three that knew I had been planning something.
And looking back on that conversation I had with Lawrence at the lake fishing, twenty some odd years later, I can see just how wise Lawrence was; he was beyond his years. Most would probably think that he was just some dumb jock, bro. He was far from it.
“What’s up, gentlemen?” he asked after he and Billy walked over to us and sat down. I could see in his face that he was curious and wanted to know if he was correct in his suspicions; he was wondering if I’d concocted something further than what I’d alluded to that Monday. He played dumb in front of Billy, though he was trying to beat around the bush.
“You guys were stupid quiet today. What’s up with that?” Billy asked. “Camp just seemed kind of…dead.”
“Nothin’...we just…I don’t know—tired or something,” EJ said, clearly taking stuff out of Marcus’s playbook.
“Yeah, I don’t believe that for a second.” Billy was half-smiling. “Seriously, what’s up? Still missing Teddy?”
I mean, that was obvious, wasn’t it? In truth, the entire week had been sort of a downer. The counselors knew it. We knew it. The other campers knew it—even the birds in the trees.
All of us boys in our group had our own distinct personalities, making the counselors laugh, getting them mad at us, or anything in between. But Teddy—probably in part that he’d been there the previous summer, and they’d all had the time to get to know each other well—was absolutely one of the counselors’ favorites. Never a complainer, and never with a frown on his face, he could lighten even the darkest of rooms.
The air was just different without him around, and there were no big shoes to fill his absence.
Instead of answering Billy’s question, I looked up at Lawrence, and against my better judgment, my mouth opened and two words came out. “It’s on.”
Marcus and EJ both snapped their heads toward me. They’d been so good at keeping the secret all week, and now I was just going to spill it hours before the big mission?
Lawrence grinned a big grin and said, “Oh, yeah?”
Confused, looking back and forth between Lawrence and me, Billy asked, “Wait. What’s on?”
“That’s all you, big dog,” Lawrence said to me, insinuating that it was up to me whether to fill them in or not.
I thought about it for a second, looking at both EJ and Marcus. Neither of them was saying no, but neither of them was saying yes. I even looked at Danny, who was no longer with his knees up to his chest, but rather with his head in his hands and his elbows on the table, just like Porky in The Little Rascals. 
I felt I could trust Lawrence and Billy. It was much different from telling one of the girls, who ran on gossip and Gilmore Girls. They were also much closer in “Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon” to the End of the Street Boyz, due to them going to the same school. Lawrence and Billy had no idea who Phoenix even was. If they were able to keep their mouths shut and keep a secret, then we were golden.
But instead of giving them the full battle plans, the full briefing, I dialed back. “Payback is happening,” I said.
“When?” Lawrence asked.
I looked around for any prying eyes and wiggling ears. “Tonight.”
“Wait, wait, wait. Payback against whom?” Billy asked.
Again, Lawrence gave me the look like, “Up to you.”
“There are these asshats that live close to EJ and I.”
“What did they do to ya? And what are you going to do to them?”
“They stole our friend’s iPod.”
“And…what are you going to do to them?”
I didn’t give an answer, only a sinister smile.
“Oh, I see how it is.”






  
  
The drive home was mostly silent. We talked a little, the three of us campers, but mostly we listened to the Staind album, Break the Cycle, one of Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson’s favorites. Mr. Jacobson was also very much into the Eagles, especially their album One of These Nights. That album is a masterpiece, in my humble opinion.
Instead of stopping for our usual Friday candy and fountain drink, we went straight to EJ’s, where those ridiculously delicious Philadelphia Cheesecake bars were waiting. We were each allowed only one (EJ was protective of them) and a Pibb Extra. EJ also grabbed the family size Funyuns bag. We proceeded to the basement.
“We can get on AIM later. Hopefully Colton’ll be on,” EJ said. The computer was all the way upstairs in his room. Instead, we turned on MTV to catch the tail end of TRL. The pop group, Dream, and the Queen of R&B herself, Mary. J Blidge, were on the show, which was held at TRL’s beach house rather than their Times Square locale.
“Mary J. is hot,” Marcus said before slurping his pop.
“I’m telling Nia you said that,” I joked.
“You better not. She’s already pissed at me. She’d kick me in my bad knee or push me down the stairs and say it was an accident.”
We all laughed. 
“So, are we just going to watch TV all day and night before we go out?” Marcus asked.
“We’re gonna get on AIM,” I said. “EJ already said that.”
“Yeah, but like, what are the other kids on the street doing? Anything? Like, what about flashlight tag? Don’t you do that like every Friday?”
I rolled my eyes. “How many questions you gonna ask, jabroni? And you wouldn’t be able to play flashlight tag anyway!”
“It was just an example,” Marcus said. “Doesn’t need to specifically be flashlight tag. You guys just always seem to be up to something on Fridays.”
“Well, duh,” EJ said as he crunched down on some Funyuns. “It’s Friday. That’s when you do fun shit.”
“Don’t give me sass, EJ,” Marcus retorted. “And don’t be taking after Andy here. He’s not a good student.”
EJ chuckled at that one.
“Marcus,” I said. “Right now I just want to sit and eat these Phildelpia cheesecakes in peace without you asking a thousand questions? Is that too much to ask?”
“Hell yeah, it is! And it’s Phil-a-del-phia.”
“That’s what I said.” 
For about five minutes we ate our snacks in peace and watched TRL as the songs dwindled down one by one. As much as I loved TRL, the one thing that always drove me nuts was how they didn’t show the full music videos. Maybe they did that for the number one song—I don’t remember exactly—but anything else, they always cut off like a good one- or two minutes of the video. It was no better than those HitClips.
After a time, Marcus couldn’t hold it in anymore; he just had to have a conversation. “Does your buddy Brennan know what we’re doing tonight?”
Instead of getting mad at him, this was actually an important topic. “No, not really. I told him we were planning to get his stuff back, but I didn’t mention how or what we were doing tonight. We should keep it that way, too. At least for now.”
“He’s staying close to home,” EJ said. “I haven’t seen him all week. His garage is always closed.”
“Damn, he’s that rattled, huh?” Marcus asked.
“Mmm,” I mumbled. 
We all shifted our focus back to TRL just as the number number-one song came on.
“Not again,” EJ groaned. “This song sucks!”
It was “Crazy in Love” by Beyonce featuring Jay-Z.
“What do you have against them?!” Marcus retorted. He was a huge Jay-Z fan, and wasn’t going to take the disrespect. “Big Pimpin’” was the classic that he loved, but others were “Hard Knock Life,” The Blueprint‘s “Izzo (H.O.V.A),” and The Blueprint 2‘s “’03 Bonnie & Clyde,” He secretly envied the love story of the two, but he sure as hell wouldn’t admit it.
“Nothing,” EJ said. “The song just sucks and it’s overplayed. I’m muting it.”
“Don’t do that!”
“Too late.”
“You’re a prick.” Marcus shook his head and looked down at the last couple of bites of his cheesecake bar. But just as Chris Tucker warned Jackie Chan about touching another man’s stereo, the same went for the man of the house and the TV remotes. EJ had the final say.
“Check MTV’s schedule for the night,” I said. EJ clicked the menu button and clicked right. Nothing was good until he got to Who’s Got Game, a show where the best street ballers met up and battled it out for a chance to win a hundred thousand dollars. It was right up there with the AND1 Mixtape Tour. On a vacation once with my parents, they’d rented a van that had a small VHS TV in the back. Because it was a long road trip to the East Coast, I watched AND1 on repeat. Hot Sauce, The Professor, Skip to my Lou, and AO were my favorites. 
“We gotta watch Who’s Got Game,” Marcus said. “That show’s dope.”
“Dope?” I asked.
Marcus looked at me as if I were Jabba the Hut—fat and disgusting. “Yeah, dope. You don’t know that word?” I shook my head. He looked at EJ, who had deer in the headlights eyes. “Wow, even after all that I’ve burned for you on those CDs? And I know you’ve found Urbandictionary.com. But you still don’t know slang? You’re embarrassing me. Thank God we aren’t out in public.”
“Damn, cuh. A simple definition would have been nice.”
He went on to explain how “dope” referred to a couple of things: slang for drugs—in particular, weed—and in this scenario, another word for “cool” or “sick.”
After Who’s Got Game was The Real World. It was likely just a re-run from the episode released that Wednesday. We’d all seen it. The housemates had finally started their job for the travel guidebook, Frommer’s. 
After we ate, we went upstairs to get on AIM. No one was on. “Colton better not back out,” EJ said. “I only have two rolls left. He has like five.”
“He won’t back out,” I said. “He wants to do this just as bad.”
“Are we really going all out like this?” Marcus asked. I could see the surprise in his eyes at the mention of Colton’s stash.
“Uh, yeah,” I scoffed.
“I don’t know! You guys must really hate them.”
“Uh, yeah.” I didn’t know how many times I needed to say that to get the point across, but I was prepared to continue all night.
“Okay, okay, I get it, bro. Chillax.”
After ten minutes of Ebaumsworld boredom, EJ said, “Let’s go play Super Smash Bros or somethin’.”
On the way back down the stairs, Marcus asked, “What about that one girl, Andy?”
“What one girl?” I knew who he was talking about, but I played dumb.
“You know, the one that you throw water balloons at—the one that lives down the street. Come on, don’t play dumb with me.”
“Monica,” EJ said for me. “He let her ride on his pegs. She’s on vacation. He’s bummed about it.”
“Shut up, EJ,” I snapped.
“What?” He gave me the look like, “You know it’s true.”
“So, you two aren’t official or anything?” Marcus asked when we reached the basement.
“No, why?”
“Rumors are that some of the girls at camp think you’re cute.”
I couldn’t help but blush. “What rumors? Who said?” I was curious, that’s for sure—as if I needed more of an ego boost. What I really needed was a slice of humble pie.
“A birdie told me that two specifically like you.”
Here we are with these shitbirds again. What birds can talk? And can they even be trusted?
“Two?!” EJ asked. He was probably wondering, and hoping, that one of them wasn’t Shannon. He still liked her, even with the warning I’d given him. And now that Teddy was gone…
But he needn’t worry about Shannon liking me; she’d choose a toad over me if I was the last man on earth.
“Who?” EJ asked.
“Nia wouldn’t tell me.”
But it was obvious.
When five o’clock or so rolled around, I went home to change, grabbed my Shox—which I kept in the shoebox—and told my parents that Marcus and I were spending the night at EJ’s.
“What’s with the shoebox?” my dad asked before I went out the door.
“I just…uh…I want to show them my shoes, but I don’t want to wear them yet.”
He looked at me with a side-eye. “Okay, have fun.”
“Do you have your toothbrush?” my mom asked from the kitchen.
“Yes, Mom.”
“Okay, have fun. See you tomorrow.”
The rest of the night—after we watched Who Got’s Game—was filled with Super Smash Bros, GoldenEye 007, and microwave nachos—you know, the ones where you pile Tostitos onto a paper plate, pour half a bag of Mexican blend shredded cheese on top of them, then throw them in the microwave for a minute? Gourmet.
EJ ended up calling Colton’s house around eight, to which, after Colton’s mom got him on the phone, he barked, “Of course I’m still in! Jesus. Take a chill pill.”
And then we waited. We put the walkie-talkies on the chargers and waited. Night crept over the land, birds stopped chirping, and the world fell silent. At least in our little corner of it.
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At midnight, about an hour after EJ’s parents went to bed, Toonami on Cartoon Network came on. After an episode of Dragonball Z and Gundam Wing each, Interstella 5555: The 5tory of the 5ecret 5tar 5ystem played. The full album-length, anime future film of Daft Punk’s critically acclaimed album, Discovery, told the story of a kidnapped, futuristic band, also called “Discovery.”
The prior couple of years, Toonami had released individual music videos from the future film, but the full film hadn’t been…until now. All the album’s biggest hits were on it, including: “Something About Us,” “Digital Love,” “Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger,” “Aerodynamic,” and of course, the worldwide phenomena, “One More Time.” The latter was no doubt my favorite.
Near the climax of the movie, when the band finally defeats the villain, Earl de Darkwood, we started getting ready.
“Colton, are you in, over?” EJ asked into one of the walkies. About ten seconds of static until we got a reply.
“Yeah, I’m here. What’s up?”
“Say ‘over’ after you’re done, over.”
There was about a five-second delay. When Colton started talking again, it sounded like he was munching on some chips. “Nah, that’s stupid. So, when we goin’?”
EJ scowled, shaking his head. He took the walkie-talkie game seriously. “Just say over, over!”
“Nah, I’m good.”
Marcus and I chuckled, which made EJ even madder. “You’re a dick, Colton. A son of a bitch. Just meet us in my backyard at three. Bring all of your Black Cats and a lighter. Over and out.” When EJ turned off the walkie-talkie, under his breath he muttered, “Douchecanoe.”
The moon was in a waxing gibbous stage, with about ninety-two percent showing. Clouds were passing and covering it, but not enough to give us an extra blanket of black. Like our damn near full moon on the night of flashlight tag, we had the moon as our enemy once again.
With the guys, I went over the plan that I’d scrapped, then unscrapped, then changed things around a little, then changed things back again. That’s what late nights and the inability to sleep will do to you—make you rethink everything indecisively.
But the men didn’t object to it.
The last thirty minutes, we were mostly quiet as we got dressed and stretched. We pulled on our black hoodies and slid on our black gym pants. Then, the black beanies. Finally, for me, it was time for the secret weapons.
“Damn, those are dope!” Marcus marveled over the Shox.
“Thanks. I nicknamed them ‘Black Riders.’”
“Huh?” Marcus looked confused.
“You know, the Ringwraiths in Lord of the Rings?”
“Why not just call them Ringwraiths?”
Technically, the Ringwraiths had three interchangeable names: Ringwraiths, Black Riders, and the Nazgul. “Seriously? Who would nickname their shoes ‘Ringwraiths?’ That’s just stupid.”
“Who would nickname their shoes at all?” Marcus laughed. “That’s something you do to like cars or houses or boats. Not freakin’ shoes.”
When it was ten ’til three, EJ went to his boombox and slid in a CD. He didn’t say a thing. It was Ludacris. “Rollout” was the song.
“Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Marcus exclaimed. “Hell yeah.”
The demeanor of the room changed. It was the locker room an hour before kickoff. Marcus was head bobbing and rapping the words to himself. EJ did five pushups before messing with the walkie-talkies. I slipped on the Black Riders and tied them tight, double knots and all. At that moment, I felt a volt of energy flow through me. It was like when all the Power Rangers—after their twenty minutes of introductions—came together and formed the Megazord, unifying their strength. That’s what the Shox did for me. We became one. Their energy flowed through me, and mine through them.
EJ handed us both a walkie. “What channel?”
We’d generally used channel four—that’s what Colton and EJ had just talked on—but for this covert mission, I felt it necessary to switch things up. “How ’bout sixteen? Stay away from thirteen. It’s unlucky.”
For the time being, I clamped the walkie to my waistband as I slipped on my black Under Armour football gloves. Not the best choice for this mission, as they had the ultimate stick that a wide-receiver or running back, such as myself, needed. But it was all that I had. I then grabbed my flashlight.
When “Rollout” ended, EJ asked, “Ready?” He handed me a lighter, then put on his backpack with his rolls of Black Cats in it.
I gave him a single nod.
He repeated the question to Marcus. “Let’s do it,” Marcus affirmed.
We turned the basement light off but kept the TV on, volume low, emulating that we were asleep. We then went into one of the back storage rooms and closed the door behind us. The storage room had a large, sliding window that emptied right into the backyard. No squeaking, no screen, no nothing. It was too perfect. EJ led the way out. Marcus went next. He pulled himself up with ease, turned over onto his butt, then slid back. His knee immobilizer was still on, but kept his crutches inside.
After I got out, EJ lightly pulled the window until there was about an inch before it latched. If it’d latched, we’d be through—no way to get back in.
“Over here!” A whisper in the night. A silhouette of Colton was sitting on the edge of EJ’s wooden jungle gym in the back corner of the yard. We shuffled over to him. Only then did his face come into slight focus. “Phoenix is definitely home.”
“How do you know?” EJ asked.
“My stupid sister was talking to him again tonight. I swear to God, I’m gonna disown her…anyways, what’s the plan?”
Everyone looked at me. I took a large breath in and let it out slowly. “You and EJ are gonna go to Carlos’s house. Each of you will use a strip and light them off on two sides of the house—either front and back or on both side yards. When I say ‘go’ into the walkie, you light. Not before. We’ll be on channel sixteen. Keep the volume low.”
“Why not thirteen?” Colton asked.
“Because it’s unlucky.”
“No, it’s not. You’re too supertitious.”
“Superstitious,” Marcus corrected.
“Yeah, that’s what I said.” Colton gave him a death glare.
“No, it’s not. You said—”
“For crying out loud, stop! Just stop being girls—we don’t have time for this.” My voice crescendoed as I spoke more—started as a whisper but ended as a loud scold. 
“Shhh!” EJ was deathly afraid of waking up his parents, for who knew what the ramifications would be. It was one thing to be about ready to partake in an intense, covert operation. It was a complete other thing to face the wrath of a parent, especially Mrs. Jacobson, getting caught sneaking out.
We all looked up at his house, waiting for the possibility that never came; no lights came on. I went back to a whisper. “We’re staying on channel sixteen, and that’s final.”
“Fine,” Colton whispered back. “I still think you’re supertitious.” He paused for a second and then asked, “What about you?  And don’t tell me you’re going to light off two by yourself at Phoenix’s. Clearly the cripple here—no offense—won’t be joining us.”
“What’d you call me?!” Marcus started limping closer to him.
“I said no offense!”
“Will you two knock it off?!” I hissed. “Colton, put a plug in that mouth of yours for once! For the love of God.” Even through the darkness of night, I could see that the red of his hair was increasing the red in his face. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but then stopped himself and looked at the ground in shame. I continued. “And yes, I will take on Phoenix’s house by myself. Don’t wait for me.”
Colton looked up from the ground and traded glances with both EJ and Marcus before looking at me. “You’re trying to be a hero again, Andy. You’ll get caught. Let me help. I’ll light mine off then—”
“I’ll be fine. Just give me the rolls.”
Reluctantly, he reached into his backpack and pulled out two two-thousand rolls and handed them over. He’d already taken off the cellophane wrappers and replaced them with rubber bands to keep the rolls rolled up; they were good to go.
“Okay. Everyone ready?” I asked. Everyone nodded. “Alright. Marcus, take your post. I’ll radio in when we’re down at the end of the street. EJ. Colton. On me.”
And with that, the two followed behind me as Marcus limped to the front of EJ’s side yard.






  
  
It was a brisk shuffle down the back fences. Our feet crunched over the remnants of leftover stalks from the soybean crop. It was like something out of a movie, something like a Green Beret. And I loved it. 
I felt lighter—more spring in my step. Was it my imagination, or were the shoes living up to their name? I was confident that they had just turned me into an even better athlete—that the Olympics were without a doubt in my future.
But was it irresponsible for me to be running in dirt and scuffing the sides of the brand-new, hundred-dollar pair of shoes? Yeah, probably so. But if my self constraint could actually work, I was going to only bring them out for special occasions. If it worked.
I halted the crew at the end of the fences, where the last house was. Déjà vu hit as I peeked around the corner into the backyard. It was moonlit yet again, and the memory flashed into my brain right before my eyes, while everything else in my eyesight disappeared. I was reacquainted with the fear that I’d felt as I hid in the window well awaiting my demise. My heart started beating harder than the slight cardio of the jog.
“Yo, what’s the hold-up?” Colton whispered from the rear.
I snapped out of it.
“Nothing…” I briefly got sucked back into the vision, but caught myself. “...Nothing. We’re good. Let’s go.”
Under the moonlight, we scurried across the yard diagonally. We hugged the side of the house as the sole streetlamp at the T-intersection hit us. It was okay, though, as only one house could see us—a house in the same cul-de-sac as Monica Schneider’s.
“Marcus, how are we looking, over?” I asked into the walkie. It took longer than I would have liked, but about five seconds later, he answered.
“All clear up here. No cars coming this way. You’re good to go, I repeat, you’re good to go. Over.”
I looked back to EJ and Colton and nodded once. They returned it. I turned back around, took a deep breath, and then bolted off across the street with them right at my heels; I could only run so fast with two five-pound rolls under my arms.
I should have brought a damn backpack, I thought.
But my journey was shorter than theirs. In less than ten seconds I was in Phoenix’s backyard, butted up against the house, while EJ and Colton kept going in the same trajectory. After several seconds, their footsteps faded into nothingness, and I was alone.
The backyard, shielded from the moonlight by the house, was pitch-black. I could faintly see the outlines of the deck, but other than that, nothing. I had no choice but to turn on my flashlight, something I was seriously trying to refrain from. But it was that, or risk the chance of bumping into things.
While butting up against the house, I took the first roll, found the end, and ripped the red tissue packaging to find the wick. I repeated it with the second. It was much easier than I anticipated, especially with my sticky football gloves.
I then jogged into the middle of the backyard, knelt down, and set the first roll down. I turned off the flashlight and flicked the lighter a couple of times to make sure it worked.
“I’m in position. What’s the status, Colton and EJ? Over.”
I turned around and looked up at the windows of the house. All dark.
“I’m ready, over.” EJ.
Another five seconds of static passed.
“I can’t find this damn wick!” Colton snapped. Although I had my volume low, Colton’s voice pierced the night.
I was about ready to curse into the walkie, when Marcus came on the line, panic in his voice. “Car coming! Over.”
Ho lee shit.
Murphy’s Law.






  
  
“Everyone hold position!” I hissed as I waited there in the backyard as still as I could. I glanced back at the house to make sure no lights were coming on. “Colton and EJ, radio silence. Marcus let me know if it goes past EJ’s. Over.” 
“Copy. Still coming this way. Over.”
Ever since all of us on the street had met—EJ, Colton, Connor, Kaitlyn, and Brennan—we’d played the “hide from the cars” game at night. Usually, it was as easy as stepping into EJ’s garage, as long as you didn’t trigger the sensor at your ankle. If not the garage, then most definitely the sides of the house. 
And we got good at it. Really good at it. Because getting caught by the headlights meant death! 
But that was “play death.” To me, at thirteen years old, this was “real death.” The stakes were drastically higher, and getting caught at this hour in the night could mean many different forms of it.
Only cops are out this late, I thought. If we get caught we’re so freakin’ screwed. I’m gonna be grounded for life…if I’m not in prison. I mean, maybe if it was Michael Brown on another graveyard shift, we’d be better off if we were caught, but anyone else, we’d be on our way to Leavenworth.
“Marcus, what’s the status? Over.”
No reply.
“Marcus, what’s the status?! Over.”
At that moment, I could hear the motor getting closer and see the headlights starting to hit the field beyond the T-intersection that led to the elementary school.
“It just passed me! Ford Taurus. He just put on the turn signal. Over.”
“Oh, shit!” I whispered to myself. Then into the walkie, with a shout-whisper, “Hide!”
I ditched the roll and ran back to the wall of the house and flattened myself against it. I turned my head to the left, toward the street. The car had just stopped at the “T” with a slight squeak of the brakes.
My flashlight! There was nothing I could do about it as it lay next to the Black Cats.
Breath-hold. It was an utter breath-hold. My hands were shaking. I mean, damn, my hands were shaking.
Even though there was only one way to turn at the T-intersection (towards us), they stayed there as if they were studying their printed-out MapQuest map, lost. Seconds seemed like minutes, which seemed like hours.
Finally, it turned, and the parts of the street that didn’t have the glow of the street lamp before were now illuminated. Sure enough, as it passed, I could see that it was a stupid ass Ford Taurus from like 1995. I absolutely despised those Ford Tauruses. They were the car equivalent of that one person who just had that incredibly punchable face. However, I couldn’t punch the stupid, googly-eyed Ford Taurus, or else risk a broken hand or wrist.
As it continued on towards the exit of the subdivision, I let out an enormous sigh and bent over, hands on knees.
Too close. That was way too close.
I scurried back to the middle of the yard, but in the black, I couldn’t find the stuff; I’d gotten completely disoriented without the flashlight and with my heart racing a thousand miles an hour. Everything was going to hell in a handbasket.
“It just passed us. We’re ready, over,” EJ said.
“Wait a second, over,” I said.
At that point, I was seconds away from crawling on hands and knees to find everything, but then I vaguely saw the red tissue wrapper of the Black Cats.
“Okay, I’m in—”
But before I could finish my sentence, the night awakened. I looked up, and like the climax of a symphony, cracks and flashes of light coming from the backyard of the house two doors down grabbed the attention of anything within a mile. It echoed off every house, down every alley, and over every valley. It scattered any deer, coyote, rabbit, or raccoon. The flashes made night become day. And it made every household think North Korea was invading.
“That son of a bitch!”
It was Colton. I just knew it. Deep in my heart, I knew it. Careless. Selfish. Fool. No regard for the plan and trying to time it perfectly.
I hurriedly shoved the walkie into my pocket, then snapped the lighter a couple of times, but my hands were still shaking. It wouldn’t stay lit.
“Come on, come on.”
On the fourth or fifth try, it finally kept lit. I found the wick with the small light of the flame and put the two together. It caught in less than a second; the sparks from the wick lit up the small area around me even more. I grabbed the flashlight and second roll and dashed for the other side yard opposite the street. I snuck a quick peek up at the windows in the back—still blackened.
By the time I reached the side yard, the second roll at Carlos’s had come to life, shortly followed by mine. It was a night symphony.
“Ho lee shit.”
I can’t stress it enough. When it’s the Fourth of July and fireworks are to be expected, it’s loud—duh. But when fireworks aren’t expected, like in the solemn of night, it’s a whole other thing entirely. It’s magnificent. 
The lighter again took a couple of flicks to get lit, and the flame still wobbled with my short-circuiting hand. I found the second wick and put flame to it. It sparked to life. By the time I grabbed the flashlight and took three or four steps towards the front, it started blasting. The wick was drastically shorter than the one in back, or it was faster. The cracks were magnified by the cramped corridor between the two houses. My eardrums were bombarded, and they instantly started ringing like a flashbang grenade. For about two seconds, I couldn’t hear anything. 
But I gathered myself and, like when the starter pistol fires at the start of a two-hundred meter sprint, I sprang into stride and rocketed across the street towards the last house.
I didn’t look behind.
I veered slightly left towards the side yard with the window well, that corridor slightly lit up by the moon. Off further, I could see the edge of the backyard, where I needed to get to. As soon as I were to take a left behind the fences, I would be out of sight. Until then, I was still visible from the front windows of Phoenix’s house.
The Shox kicked in. I was flying. My speed cranked up at least three or four miles-per-hour faster than normal. And with that, no one on earth could catch me. The air whizzed by, but I was silent—a silent assassin similar to a barn owl. My aerodynamics in running form were flawless. The power transferred from the shoes to me was dominating.
Although the operation was rocky as could be, the Shox had no part in that. They were true to the name.
When I hit the soybean field, I planted my right foot and shot left and out of sight. I barely lost any speed, and out of my break, I accelerated once again to top speed with ease. I flew by the two houses with the fences in mere seconds before I let off the gas and coasted.  
“Damn, you’re fast, too!”
I’d caught up to Colton, who had just gotten to the backyard of the house next to EJ’s—the one without the fence.
“And you’re an asshole.”
He stopped running and turned towards me. “What?!”
I stopped running, too. Surprisingly, my lungs weren’t the least bit out of breath. “You’re an asshole. I told you to wait for my signal.”
“You were taking too long! I wasn’t about to get caught.”
“That wasn’t gonna happen, and you know it.” That was a lie. When I’d flattened up against the backside of Phoenix’s house, waiting for the random night car to pass—or not pass—I was certain our night was done. Through. Finished. “You should have waited for my signal.”
Off in the near distance, the Black Cats were still going strong. With a two-thousand roll, it was an estimated time—from first crack to last—of about a minute. It was hard to tell if the first one lit by Colton had completed or not, but I was inclined to believe that we’d been in and out within that first minute.
“Whatever. I’ve gotta get home. The whole flippin’ neighborhood’s probably awake by now. We can talk more about it tomorrow.” Colton sped off and up the side yard of EJ’s before disappearing. Coming the opposite direction was Marcus. He halted at the back basement window where EJ already was, eager to get back inside. I jogged over to them.
No one spoke. We’d all understood the assignment of being absolutely quiet as we crept back inside.
After EJ slid the window open, I went in first, followed by Marcus. I helped him down to the ground. When EJ crawled through and landed on the ground with a small thud, he turned around and slid the window shut as quietly as possible. The sound of the Black Cats shut with it.
“Lawd have mercy! That was wild!” Marcus said as we all got into the main part of the basement, and EJ had flipped on the lights again. “I can’t believe how loud it was. It sounded like it was ten feet away from me.”
“Did you see anyone looking out of windows or anything?” I asked.
“There were lights coming on, yeah, from the houses down there. But y’all had already crossed the street. Saw all three of you leaving.”
“What about Ph—”
“Shhh!” EJ wanted us to shut up. Maybe he heard something upstairs. We all went silent as his eyes went up to the ceiling as if he could see through it. Marcus and I looked up, too. However, the house was still. Minus creaks here and there, there was no sign that a human above was stirring. After thirty seconds, EJ broke the silence. “You guys want a Pibb?”
“Sure.”
“Sure.”
“K. Stay here.”






  
  
“Hurry, this way!” 
I was in a forest, a dark forest. I could hear wicked laughter off in the distance behind us. I was following someone, but didn’t know who it was. I was out of breath.
“We can’t stop!” the voice said. “They’ll force-feed us vegan food and ride us like cows.”
That scared the shit out of me. There was no way I was going to be caught.
“Who are they?” I asked.
“Witches. They already got Jill, Kevin, and Peter.” I had no idea who Jill, Kevin, or Peter were.
More evil laughter. It was getting closer. My legs started to get heavy and like jello. The person trying to save me was getting further and further away, leaving me behind. “Hurry,” he yelled, but it was too late. He disappeared.
I had no choice but to hide somewhere. A tree. An old log. A hole in the ground. Something, just something.
A bush appeared. I limped and dragged and fumbled over to it. I hid behind it. Within seconds, the laughter of the evil women was right by me. They stopped, maybe ten feet away. They had baskets and started unloading lettuce, putting it into a cauldron to cook. They kept giggling as they did so, looking over towards me, then back to the cauldron.
Did they know I was there? Were they just messing with me? I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was stuck. I couldn’t get up and run because my legs didn’t work. They were going to force-feed me that lettuce and laugh about it.
It was over for me.
Then I smelt bacon.

      [image: ]“Do we have a bunch of vampires down here or something? Get up, boys! It’s nearly noon. I won’t let you sleep the day away.”
Mrs. Jacobson. When I cracked my eyes open, the lights to the basement were flashing; she was standing at the base of the steps, flicking the light switch back and forth. Not getting the desired effect that she wanted, she walked over, picked up a pillow, and threw it at EJ. He groaned and rolled over on the couch, nestling his head into the crack.
“Oh no, you don’t, EJ. Get up. Your dad’s upstairs cooking you boys breakfast. You better get up there before he invites Andrew’s dad over and they eat it all for themselves. You have five minutes.” She walked back upstairs and left us to our devices.
I wiped the drool off my chin, sat up, and looked over at Marcus, whose eyes were puffery than the Pillsbury Doughboy. His short afro, which he was growing, had flattened on one side. I chuckled.
“What?” he asked.
“Forget about it, cuh.”
EJ eventually rolled off the couch and grabbed his glasses to put on. “How was the floor?” He said it with a grin.
“Oh, you think it’s funny, do ya?” Marcus snapped. “My ass is going to be sore for a week. Hard as hell this…” His voice trailed off into a mumble as he complained to himself.
“Do you think we’re okay?” EJ asked me, his voice low.
“I don’t…I don’t know. It’s too early to tell. If your parents knew something was up, that we did something, don’t you think your mom would have just kicked us out and told us to go home?”
EJ thought about it for a second. “Yeah, I suppose so.”
But I know that at the forefront of all our minds, we were nervous as hell.
Breakfast consisted of chocolate chip pancakes, whomp ’em biscuits (as Mrs. Jacobson called them), sausage, orange juice, and yes, bacon.
Regarding that bacon and its aroma, that was the first time I’d noticed the outside world—the real, awakened and conscious world—dipping into my dream state. And it was a bizarre feeling—like, we grow up thinking that awake and asleep are like night and day, black and white. But when they pour over into each other, and you realize that for the first time, it’s sort of hard to wrap your head around it. You question reality. You question whether outside influences can alter paths in your dreams.
But that’s a conversation for another day.
“Oh, and Andrew,” Mrs. Jacobson said as she was hand-washing the skillet. “Your mom wants you to go back over there as soon as you’re done. And I hate to break it to ya, but I think she has some chores for you to do.”
Dammit. Just what I need.
Instead of scarfing the syrup-infused pancakes as I had been, I slowed down to a crawl—anything to delay. I counted my bites as if I were in finishing school.
The way Mrs. Jacobson had delivered the news gave me no indication that my mom was angry with me because of something I did or didn’t do the night before. Nonetheless, I wasn’t exactly all warm and fuzzy about returning home. 
I think Mrs. Jacobson saw the look on my face as I looked down into my lap with despair. “You can always come back later,” she said.
After breakfast, Marcus and I went back downstairs to get our things, then started walking back to my house. Marcus and I snuck a quick look down the street at Phoenix’s house. His garage door was closed, and there were no signs of life. I looked at Colton’s. Same.
“How was it? Did you boys have fun?” my mom asked as we came in the door. She and my dad were sitting and watching TV—a cooking show.
“It was fun—just played games and watched movies.”
“Very good.” She looked at Marcus. “Marcus, are you expected home anytime soon?”
“No ma’am. I don’t think so.”
“Well, feel free to stay here as long as you’d like. Andrew just needs to do some chores in the meantime.” She looked at me. “Could you scour your bathroom, please? It’s gross.”
“Yeah.” I rolled my eyes, then looked at Marcus.
“You’re on your own with that one, cuh.”
He went downstairs to the basement to play SSX Tricky, while I went up to my room. I made my bed, threw my dirty clothes scattered around the room into the hamper in my closet, then proceeded to the bathroom through my PB Teen tropical bamboo-beaded curtain.
“It’s not that bad,” I huffed.
I went to work with good ole Scrubbin’ Bubbles. I started with the sink before moving to the toilet. “This sucks.”
When I was done, and with the fumes of the cleaning agent giving me a slight headache, I hopped into the shower. For a good two minutes, I just stood there, alone with my thoughts. It felt fantastic, the lukewarm water washing through my hair and down my back. It refreshed me. When I finally started to lather up with soap and a loofa, my tan started to crack and peel, especially on my shoulders. Not ideal. All I wanted to peel was my nose.
When I got out, I dried off and then wiped the foggy mirror and noticed a zit on my forehead. It was a big ‘un that wasn’t there the day before; it’d formed overnight.
There are two kinds of people in the world: those that pop their zits and those that lie about popping their zits. I’d learned that after getting caught in seventh grade doing it, yet vehemently denying it.
I popped it.
I then went over my face with an Oxy pad. A sting and a slight smell of chemicals—nostalgic. I then put aloe on my shoulder, unaware and oblivious to the fact that once it starts peeling, you can’t save it.
After I got dressed in black gym shorts, Chuck Taylors with long white tube socks, and a plain white tee, I went back into the bathroom and gelled my hair—bangs straight up, everything else flattened. I then sprayed myself with three sprays of Fierce.
I looked into the mirror and was hypnotized into a gaze; I lost time. I still wasn’t sure what I was looking at. Everything had turned a complete one-eighty in the past two weeks. I liked what I saw, but it was foreign. It was something that I just had to get used to, because I didn’t want to go back. 
When I was halfway down the stairs to the basement, I heard the iconic “It’s Tricky, It’s Tricky!” Marcus slightly yelled, “Yes! Finally.”
“What’d you do?”
“I finally got all the letters with Psymon. All I had to do was swat and knock down the other players. Now I can do all of these badass uber tricks.”
“You didn’t know you could do that?” I asked condescendingly.
He paused the game and looked over at me, “Of course I did. I just…I just wanted to do it with Psymon.”
“Right. Well, you can go take a shower if you want.”
“Makin’ me go up all those flights of stairs? Nah, I’m good.”
“Whatever you say, Lester.”
“Don’t you dare put me in the same sentence as that man. And you’re calling the kettle black.” Marcus and his analogies, his Confucius-like sayings. He always had these at the ready to pull out of a hat and purposely make me look bad.
“What? What the hell does that mean?”
“It means you’re a hypocrite.”
“A what?” I asked. The word sounded harsh.
“Oh my God, dude. Seriously? Do you pay attention in school at all? It’s all over The Bible. But I forgot, you don’t pay attention to that either. A hypocrite is someone who blames someone else for doing something that they too do. Remember when you didn’t shower before getting into the pool?”
“That’s different, and you know it! There’s chlorine in the pool! You’re comparing apples to oranges.”
He looked at me, confused.
“Yeah, I bet you didn’t see that one coming, did ya?”
“What does that even mean?”
“It means shut up and take a shower.”
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“Come over in twenty minutes,” he said.
I’d finally convinced my parents to get 3D Doritos and Philadelphia Cheesecake bars. The 3D Doritos were on the easier side for her to agree to. It was the cheesecake bars that I needed help from the old man. When I’d mentioned them at dinner one night, he said, “Oh honey, those sound good. Can you grab some next time you’re at the store?” Sure enough, he fell head over heels in love with them. The past three trips to Hyvee he always made sure she got them.
“Hey honey, you’re getting those cheesecake bars, right?”
And then, “Hey honey, don’t forget those cheesecake bars.”
And then, “Hey honey—” 
“—Those cheesecake bars. Got it!”
Marcus and I grabbed the 3D Doritos, a cheesecake bar, a grape soda, and a high-top seat at the kitchen island.
“Hey, grab me one of those cheesecake bars, wouldja please?” My dad was sitting in the living room reading one of Michael Connelly’s newest. As I brought it over to him, my mom came downstairs. He quickly tried to unwrap the bar and shove it into his mouth before she saw it.
Not a chance.
She rolled her eyes, but there was a more pressing issue. I walked back over to the island, looking at her over my shoulder until I was about halfway there. I sensed something was coming.
“We just got an email from the HOA,” she said to my dad. “There are a lot of people complaining about fireworks that went off last night. They said some thought it was a machine gun and called the police. Now the HOA is threatening to fine anybody caught with them a thousand dollars and call the police as well.”
My dad closed his book, keeping his finger as the bookmark, and laughed out loud, still with cheesecake in his mouth. When he finished swallowing, he scoffed, “Since when did they start implementing this? They can’t do that. Who gives them the right?”
“They govern the neighborhood. They have rules.”
“But they aren’t the government. They can’t tell me what I can and can’t do.” He opened his book again and looked down at it. “HOAs have too much power. Been growing for years. I’d like to see them try to fine me. Plus, we have Michael Brown. They can’t touch us.”
My mom shook her head, then looked over at us. “Andy, do you think these are the same people that lit off the fireworks outside your window?”
I gulped. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Well, I hope they get caught.”






  
  
By the time we got outside, everyone was at EJ’s shooting hoops: Kaitlyn and Connor, Colton, and even Brennan, who’d come out of hiding. They’d all ridden their bikes over, which were scattered in the grass. 
“What’s up?” I asked when we rolled over there on my NEXT, Marcus on my back pegs.
“Nothin’,” a couple of them said in unison.
We both got off the bike, then I walked over to Brennan. “How you doin’, man?”
“Fine,” he said shyly, barely making eye contact.
“Happy to see ya. And again, I’m sorry for what happened. I should’ve just told you to stay and wait at my house. Stupid mistake. Won’t let it happen again.”
“It’s okay. You didn’t know.”
“Still. I feel bad. Have you told your parents what happened?”
“No, I’m afraid to.”
“That’s stupid.” Connor let his feelings be known as he took a quick breather, basketball in hand. “You should just tell them. That way they can go down and get it. Parents have more power.” He turned around toward the hoop and shot. It hit the backboard and rim at the perfect place to send it shooting off towards the street. He ran after it.
“We should just fight them for it,” Colton said. 
“Fighting is stupid,” Kaitlyn chided. She was the only one not shooting. Instead, she was sitting criss-cross applesauce at the edge of EJ’s garage, where the door would be if it were closed. “I don’t understand why boys always have to fight. It can be solved diplomatically.”
Not a single one of us knew what that last word meant, all except Marcus. So, we just stood there, stupid. Marcus spoke up, “Diplomatically?! No way. I don’t know them as well as you do, but they don’t seem the type to work it out ‘diplomatically.’”
I whispered to EJ, “What does that mean?”
He shrugged, then shot a ball at the hoop. Swish.
Kaitlyn turned and glared at Marcus, “And you are?”
“Really, Kaitlyn?” I asked. “You’ve met him like ten times.”
“Like ten times,” Marcus repeated.
She reverted her glare to me, shrugged, opened her palms towards the sky as if to say, “Uhh,” and opened her mouth in a snooty and mocking way.
“She’s in a pissy mood,” Connor whispered to me.
That explains it.
“Well, for the eleventh time, this is Marcus,” I said. “He goes to my school, and he goes to EJ and me’s camp.”
“And how does he know about Phoenix and Carlos?” She was skeptical, lasering us with her eyes. Marcus and I hesitated.
“Come on, Kaitlyn. I just said it. He goes to camp with us and school with me. We talk. I fill him in on things around here.”
“Yeah, well, he doesn’t know them better than me, and I say we work it out diplomatically, like I was saying. We should strike a deal with them.”
“You know that won’t work, sis,” Connor said, going over and standing by her.
“How many times have you been able to convince Phoenix of anything?”
“Check this out,” EJ interrupted. He mimicked a move that we’d seen on Who’s Got Game. I’d seen it quite a bit on AND1, too. He took the ball, and during a crossover between his legs, he dropped to the ground on his butt, rolled, and got back up still dribbling.
“Travel!” Colton yelled.
“No, it wasn’t!” EJ fired back. “I never stopped dribbling!”
“You held the ball as you went down to the ground!”
“No I didn’t!”
“Boys!” Kaitlyn boomed. “Oh, my God. I’m gonna go home if you guys keep it up. I don’t have the patience today.”
“That’s because you don’t know the rules of basketball,” Colton said. Connor laughed a little and tried to hide it. Kaitlyn shot him a death glare, feeling betrayed by her kin. Then she looked back at Colton.
“Um, yeah, I do. Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I don’t know sports. A travel is when the player with the ball holds it during a dribble and takes more than one and a half steps.”
“Two steps,” EJ mumbled.
“What was that?!” she lashed.
EJ looked around at any and all of us looking for support. He then turned to her and repeated, “Two steps. That’s the travel rule in the NBA, although Lebron takes like seventeen.”
The argument was going nowhere, as always. And instead of getting involved in it, I went inside EJ’s garage and grabbed his bike pump. My tires were too full, and if I wanted to go into the soybean field and ride—which I did—I needed to release some air. When I was about finished releasing air from the rear, I heard a door slam across the street. With my head still tilted down, I turned it to the right and saw a horizontal Krista storming across the street towards us.
“Colton!” she shouted.
He looked over and when he saw her, slouched down with a sigh. “Go away,” he groaned.
“Did you light off fireworks last night outside of Phoenix’s house?!”
Brennan was in fight-or-flight. Not only did the confrontation startle and scare him, but any mention of the word “Phoenix” brought back the multiple traumas of the summer. He went into the garage behind me, while I went to the front of it beside Kaitlyn.
“What? No. Go away,” Colton said again.
“He thinks it was you and your stupid friends!”
“Well, I’m sorry he thinks that.” There was so much condescension in that voice, and I loved it. “Like I already said, it wasn’t us. Now, for the third time, go…away!”
“If I find out it was you, I’m gonna beat your ass!” She stomped back across the street and slammed the front door shut behind her.
“What was that all about?” Connor asked him.
Colton turned around and shrugged, “No idea. She’s off her rocker or something.” Colton then made eye contact with me; they were wide and worried.
There was an eerie silence after that; no one knew what to say.
But then Kaitlyn spoke up. “Wait a second, it was you guys late last night, wasn’t it?” She bounced between looking at Colton and me. “I heard those firecrackers all the way down at our house.”
“It wasn’t us,” I said. If there was anyone who could read the lie, it was Kaitlyn, but I kept pushing the narrative even after she gave me the sarcastic “okay” look. “Really! It wasn’t us. Come on. Let’s just go out into the field.”
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“Alright, give us the deets. What didy’all do?” Lawrence asked. He and Billy had come over directly after my mom signed us in and left. We were at our normal table in the back right corner of the shelter. Marcus and Danny were already there. 
I looked around nervously to make sure no one else around could hear. “Don’t worry, we’re good,” Billy said. “We haven’t told any of the other counselors, either. This stays here.”
I looked over at EJ and shrugged, as if giving me the go ahead to answer. Same with Marcus. I hunched down and leaned into the table. Danny, Lawrence, and Billy did the same. “We did it. We lit up the night.”
“What do you mean, ‘lit up the night?’” Lawrence asked.
“We lit off Black Cat rolls outside two of our enemy’s houses at three o’clock in the morning.”
In unison, Lawrence and Billy both leaned back and made a squeal of excitement. Danny covered his mouth and giggled silently. I whipped around nervously, seeing if they were grabbing the attention of anyone else, especially Chrissy, Lester, Sam, and Shannon. Only Shannon’s eyes were on us when I made eye contact with them. She was the only one at the Mean Girl’s table, so being there alone had contributed to her curiosity. 
“Sorry. Sorry,” Billy said after he contained himself. “This is just already starting to sound like a kickass story. Go on, go on.”
“Shannon’s looking over here. Don’t lo—no!” But it was too late. Both Billy and Lawrence looked over their shoulders, surely gaining even more suspicion from Shannon. I put my face in my hands, shook my head, and groaned.
“It’s okay, dude. Don’t worry,” Lawrence said. “She doesn’t know what we’re talking about. Keep going.” 
“Well,” I said, face still in my hands. It probably came out muffled to everyone else. I looked up and whispered. “It was pretty rocky, not gonna lie. But it worked out.”
I swear, the way Lawrence and Billy were reacting to each bit of the tale made me believe they were kids still our age. It was comical. The more the story developed, the more their smiles curled and their faces wrinkled.
I told them about the car almost blowing our cover and me having to light off two rolls by myself as EJ and Colton had already bailed from Carlos’s house. I told them about Colton lighting his roll off early before I gave him the command. I told them about my parents getting the email from the subdivision’s HOA and the cops being called. And I told them about Colton’s sister suspecting that it was us. But purposely, I gave no names. 
“No way?!” Billy asked. “Someone really called the cops? That’s wild!”
“It only takes one Karen, Billy,” Lawrence said, glancing out of the corner of his eye towards Billy, sitting on his left. “There’s without a doubt at least one Karen in their neighborhood.”
“Yeah, but still. I mean, can’t people just let us have fun? It was clearly just fireworks, nothing sinister.”
And I’m sure that’s what happened: a Karen called the cops. But was it only one Karen? That I didn’t believe; it was surely half a dozen. Hell, maybe more. If there’s one thing that brings Karens together, it’s the chance to speak to a manager or call the cops on “things that sound like machine guns” at three o’clock in the morning.
Later, after Chrissy welcomed us to another week of camp and getting nearer to the end of summer, and we started to disperse amongst our groups, Lawrence quickly pulled me away.
“I’m proud of you,” he said. “That was bravery at its finest. It’s not exactly what I would have done, but you led your friends to do something in rebuttal to sticking up for yet another friend. That…honor…no, that character, goes far. You stand up for what’s right, even when the world seems so wrong.” He ruffled my hair. “Now get going.”
This was the first time since the event that I was actually proud of myself. I’d been too worried about ramifications and getting caught and getting into a brawl with the End of the Street Boyz that I never stopped to think of how proud I should be of myself. I’d stood up for my friends and was successful in the mission. And now I was finding I couldn’t just let bullies get away with being bullies; they’d never learn their lesson. I would continue doing what I needed to do until there were no more of them on Earth.
It was a grand idea—grandiose, unrealistic, and from the heart—and it would never come to fruition, but my mind at the time was certain that it would.
I remember when I was younger, and the first and only time I could remember being the bully myself. I was maybe nine or ten. There was a new kid at the same aftercare program that Marcus’s mom worked at, and he was sitting by himself, while three or four of us were sitting close by. It wasn’t me that started it, but I joined in willingly. We picked on his appearance, his shyness, and anything else that would make him quiver. A teacher must have seen us and suspected something was up, because she came over and asked which one of us wanted to be his friend. No one spoke up for a couple of seconds, but then I shrugged my shoulders and gladly said, “I will.” The other kids looked at me as if I were the loser. I’m sure my “popularity” rating amongst them plummeted.
The kid and I became friends, and he started opening up more and more. But not much longer, for a reason I’m not sure—military brat, maybe—he was gone. A short friendship that started with bigotry. 
What can I say? Ever since that moment, and ever since the rampant bullying I myself received at school the last two or three years because of my acne, I’d had enough of it. I hated those stronger preying on the weaker. It’s crass, it’s cruel, and it’s cowardly.
And with Phoenix and Carlos and the rest of the End of the Street Boyz, our job was far from over.
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“Huh?” I asked. I was pretty damn confused.
“Who do you want to be your girlfriend, Layla or me?”
Everyone around looked at me in anticipation, including Layla. It was the most bizarre situation I’d ever been put into up until that point. It came out of left field, too. I mean, Marcus had hinted at it on Friday, and we all had become closer as friends, the girls and us—especially with Teddy going away—but I still hadn’t expected our little game of truth or dare to move past the “friend zone.”
Now, two girls—I guess—legitimately liked me. Two girls wanted to be my girlfriend. One girl would leave broken-hearted. I had Sage, a fiery yet cute redhead who was a year older than me. That’s bragging rights—to go back to school and tell everyone I had a girlfriend who was a freshman in high school? Yeah, those are popularity points.
Then I had Layla. A fair-skinned and freckled, brown-haired, green-eyed sweetheart. She’s the one I got along with the most; anyone would, really.
But then there was Monica. I barely knew her, yet that Fourth of July night was magical. I was ever so ready for her to get back into town so I could throw water balloons at her—I mean, hang out with her.
I’m not saying all of this to brag. Maybe bragging rights back then, but not now. Why they all liked my awkward giraffe-ass pretending to be David Hasselhoff, I don’t know.
As we all bobbed there in the pool, and with everyone around me—Nia hugging the wall next to Marcus, who was sitting on the edge of the pool; EJ and Danny, who were moving closer from out in the middle, eyes bigger than pizzas; Shannon, who was standing next to Layla, both trying to keep their hair dry while up in buns; and Sage, right in my face—I thought about how much I hated this. I hated the aggressive nature of Sage, and I hated being put on the spot. I felt myself cracking under the pressure.
“Choose!” Sage demanded. “It’s now or never with me.”
“Can I have some time to think? Damn.”
“Five minutes.”
“Five minutes?! Ten.”
Sage turned around and started swimming away, and in answer to my rebuttal, turned back around with fire in her eyes. “No! You have no say in this. Five.”
And with that, she led the posse of girls away to the corner of the pool.
“Who are you gonna choose?” Marcus asked.
Instead of answering, I just floated there. Part of me, a very slim part of me, was feeling like a lady’s man, but the majority was still in shock and angered. I was dumbfounded and scared. The emotions were swirling around me like a Kansas twister.
With the drop of a name, I had a girlfriend. Yes, a freakin’ girlfriend. I had no idea it was that easy; all I had to say was, “**Insert girl name here**, I choose you to be my girlfriend.” Might as well put a ring on it at that point; we’d live happily ever after or some shit like that.
“Well?” EJ questioned.
Snapping out of my concentration staring at the small ripples on the pool’s surface, I looked up at the guys. Then, I bobbed up in the air, took a deep breath, and disappeared underneath the surface. I let the bubbles out of my mouth as I drifted towards the bottom, where I sat criss-cross applesauce with eyes open. There was muffled laughter and chatter all around, and I could hear machine gun sound effects from other kids across the way. I turned towards the darkness of the deep end, seeing splashes of kids hitting the water from the high and low dives.
I sat there. For how long, I don’t know. My mind was blank. I was escaping reality and enjoying the muted deep.
But then I was interrupted.
Wrapped underneath my armpits I was, then dragged to the surface. It was EJ.
“What the hell, man?! Leave me alone!”
“I thought you were drowning! Chillax. You were down there for more than a minute—I was counting. You freaked Danny out.”
Sure enough, Danny was shivering, and his eyes were red with tears.
“I’m sorry, Danny,” I said. “I didn’t mean to frighten ya. I’m fine. It’s okay.”
“Yo, cuh! What’s your decision? They’re about to come back over.” Marcus nodded in that direction, and when I looked, saw all the darting eyes of the Mean Girls. They were whispering to each other, surely deciding on when to come back over.
I didn’t know how to say “no.” And I didn’t want to piss two girls off by saying I liked someone else—I was a people-pleaser.
“Marcus, I don’t know, man. I hate being put in a position like this.”
“Having two girls like you is a bad position to be in?!” he scoffed. “You know how many dudes out here would fight you for that honor? Take it like a champ.”
There wasn’t anymore time; they were already coming back over. So much for the five minutes. I wanted to go back under. I wanted to swim down to the deep end. I wanted to go back to the year prior, when I was still running from them. But unfortunately, there was no turning back.
My heart was pounding, my breath shallow. I tilted my head back, looked towards the sky, and closed my eyes. I then took a deep breath. Just do it. You got this.
“So?” Sage asked. “Who?”
I opened my eyes and looked back down. I looked at Sage, then to Layla, then back to Sage. “Sage, will you be my girlfriend?”
It started with Marcus, but then EJ joined in. They were hoopin’ and hollerin’. Marcus even stuck his hand in the water and started splashing me with it. Danny was even smiling, although I’m sure he barely knew what was going on.
“Yes, of course,” she said with a smile. “Go under.”
We both went under the water and kissed. When we resurfaced, Layla was already out of the pool and walking away.
“I’ll go talk to her,” Shannon said. She gave me a death glare before she herself hopped out.
“I’m so happy for them,” Nia said after she went back over to Marcus and grabbed his arm, and smiled.
“Me too, babe. Me too,” he said.
The rest of the time at the pool, I stayed leaned up against the wall with Sage under my arm. We all talked nonsense and celebrity gossip. Still gripping the world by storm was the drama between Justin Timberlake and Britney Spears, although it had been almost a year since the breakup. Marcus loved the album Justified, but Nia hated it. She thought that JT was a dumb cheater for cheating on Britney. It was all fair that she had cheated on him. An eye for an eye.
“Don’t you ever cheat on me,” Sage warned. “I hate cheaters.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t, babe.”
When we got on the bus to leave, Sage sat next to me, second row from the back on the same side as the driver. Marcus sat across from me with Nia, like usual, and Danny and EJ were behind us in their own seats. When Layla and Shannon got on, Shannon led the way and sat in a seat way up in the front on the passenger side, but not before she fired a look back in our direction. Layla followed, but didn’t even bother to look at us. She sat down next to Shannon.
My heart sank. I hated seeing the sorrow in her eyes. Had I made the wrong decision? At that moment, I felt remorse and wished I had a time machine. As I looked over at Sage, I knew she wasn’t the right choice for me, but the balls that I had to ask her to be my girlfriend had disappeared when I wanted to change my mind and break up with her right then and there.
I had to live with my decision…for now.

      [image: ]KuR0cks16: i dont think i shoulda askd sage 2 b my gf
Kurules242: watchu mean?
KuR0cks16: i dont think i like her like dat
Kurules242: oh damn, rly? u like layla?
KuR0cks16: idk
Kurules242: u gonna break up wit sage?
KuR0cks16: idk

It was a conundrum I found myself in. Why did it have to be this way? Why couldn’t I have just said that I just wanted to be friends with both of them? Why? Why? Why?
Now, I wanted to break up with one—yet was afraid to—while I left the other one heartbroken. All scenarios going forward seemed to lead to disaster; at least one person was going to hate me, if not both.
When Sage popped online, my heart started pounding.
Should I? Yeah, I should. Just do it, Andy. Just…do it.
She messaged me instantly.

xXAngel_HottiXx: heyyy babyyy
KuR0cks242: hey babe. sup?
xXAngel_HottiXx: nm. just thinkn bout u
KuR0cks242: me 2

Liar. I was a dirty, rotten white liar. If she only knew what the context of me thinking about her truly was. And I was about ready to start typing it, but went to her profile page first and saw she’d already put “7-14-03 <3 aNdY <3” on it.
Oh, no. Oh nooo!
I gave up on doing it. I was trapped. It was final. Might as well go shopping for a ring at Shane Co and a heart necklace at Kay’s. And since we were destined to be, did she expect me to put something like that in my profile? I clearly didn’t want to but felt obliged…she would kill me, too, if I didn’t.
An online door creaked open. Not more than five seconds and a window popped up in front of hers.

SeeinR3dAgn: i kno it was u

Perfect. As if my life couldn’t get any worse. What’s next? Alien Invasion? Shortage of Zebra Cakes? 

KuR0cks16: wat
SeeinR3dAgn: i kno it was u dat lit off fireworks outside my house
KuR0cks16: hav no idea wat ur talkn bout
SeeinR3dAgn: play dum all u want, ur dead nxt time i see u
KuR0cks16: bring it
KuR0cks16: jus make sure 2 bring brennans ipod n backpack
SeeinR3dAgn: i have no idea wat ur talkin bout

There was the chime of a new message from behind Phoenix’s window. I clicked back to it.

xXAngel_HottiXx: ur quiet

It had literally been only a minute or two since our last message.

KuR0cks242: sry dont feel 2 good
xXAngel_HottiXx: wats wrong babyyy
KuR0cks242: idk prolly gonna go 2 bed soon

But before I did, one last door creaked open but went to away status immediately. I clicked beside her screen name, Sk8trGrl90, and an away message popped up:

…it’s a dAmN cOld NiGhT, tRyIn’ 2 fIgUrE oUt ThIs LiFe…

I couldn’t handle it anymore. I logged off. I went upstairs to my bedroom, grabbed a Linkin Park LP Underground disc that I’d gotten from joining their fan club, put it into my Walkman, and slid on my headphones.
I lay down in bed and turned on “My December.”
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I love the game of capture the flag. I mean, I love it. Ultimate Frisbee is closest to my favorite sport of Football, but capture the flag easily beats out Ultimate Frisbee on my hierarchy of camp sports.
At Outdoor Discovery, with the several groves of trees close to the shelter, it was the perfect “map” (using Call of Duty or Halo terms here) to play at. It was decent-sized—a little over an acre—with one team’s base on one side and the other’s on the other.
For those of you living in a bubble (subtle nod to Eiffel 65‘s song), the goal of capture the flag is to steal the opposing team’s flag from their side and bring it back to yours without getting tagged. That’s it.
Of course, there are more specific rules involved, such as having to drop the flag once tagged (some variations will have the flag go back to the starting place after being tagged), having to make the flag at least halfway visible when hidden, and not hiding it more than five feet off the ground.
There are numerous variations to the game, but the main objective stays the same.
The day before, we’d played at a random park with barely any trees or good places to hide. Terrible map. But on Monday, right before being confronted by Sage at the pool, we’d played at Antioch Park. In particular, we commandeered the makeshift Old Western Town, with structures such as the bank, the jail, the general store, the barber, and more that I have since forgotten. That was an amazing map to play the game.
We played Cops and Robbers there, too.
But now, Wednesday, July the Sixteenth, we were back at home. Shelter 2. This map was double the size of Shelter 12, and we included the pirate ship jungle gym.
And through their own trials and errors, the counselors made sure to put EJ and me on opposite teams. Sorta lame, if you ask me, but what can you do? If only Marcus were at full capacity, he would have been a force, too, whichever side he would’ve been on. Instead, he watched from the sidelines, surely champing at the bit to get healed fully.
For that morning session, it was the best two out of three. My team won the first game, but then EJ’s won back-to-back, with EJ himself bringing the second game to a close. The games were all fairly played, but in my ultra-competitive nature, I tried to devise how they could have been cheating, or if they had someone giving them inside information about where we’d hidden the flag—some spy.
“EJ’s the best,” Shannon bragged. We were all sitting at the Mean Girls’ table, and she was right next to him, her hero. EJ was trying to keep from smiling as he looked up at me. Shannon didn’t stop there. “You guys literally didn’t stand a chance against us.”
That grinded my gears. How dare she say that? We’d won the first game! “We won the first game, Shannon,” I snarled. “We almost won the second one, too.”
It was true. That second game should have been ours. A kid named Milo on my team had found the flag and started running back to our base, but unfortunately, he was slow and got tagged almost instantly. He dropped the flag where it was and then went back to our base before he could start again.
Danny, who was also on my team and using his silent demeanor as an asset, had snuck up behind their entire team and grabbed the flag from its resting place when no one was around to guard it, and ran a good fifty yards before he was tagged. In the meantime, because my team had been so offensively focused, a kid named Chuck on theirs found our flag and ran it back virtually unnoticed. 
“Yeah, but you didn’t,” Shannon sneered. “We were the better team, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Go drool somewhere.”
I swear, that girl knew how to get under my skin. She knew how to hit all of my deepest trigger points. 
“I don’t drool!” Such a stupid thing to get defensive about. I should have just let the comment slide, for it set in motion the creation of a shitnado.
“You sure about that?” she asked. She looked at Sage sitting right next to me. “Sage, does he drool when he kisses you?”
We’d only kissed that once—that under water kiss on Monday. Other than that, we’d only held hands and sat next to each other on the bus.
“No, of course not,” Sage said. “We wouldn’t be together if he did.”
“Prove it,” Shannon demanded.
Everyone looked around the table, some with food in their mouths, curious as to what Shannon meant by that.
“Huh?” Sage asked. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying, prove it. I dare you to kiss. I want to see if he drools or not.”
“That’s stupid, Shannon.”
“Do it!”
Sage mean-mugged Shannon for a long two seconds and then said, “Fine. After we eat. Playground.”
The rest of the meal, all around the table, was silent. Awkward eye contact happened, but no words were formed out of them. The only audibles were the other kids and counselors talking, the birds in the trees, and EJ’s slurping of his Surge.

      [image: ]“We’re gonna go play on the playground,” Sage told Sam, catching her at the trash can near us.
“Okay, but we’re leaving for the pool at one,” she replied. It was noon thirty.
All the girls except Layla got up and started walking to the playground. After they were basically all the way over there, we guys nonchalantly walked over.
“Danny, can you play lookout again?” I asked. I didn’t have any more Zebra Cakes, as I ate them just two seconds prior. “I’ll give you a Zebra Cake tomorrow.”
He nodded in agreement, then took his post at the stern.
“Alright, do it,” Shannon commanded before we’d even had a chance to sit down in a circle like last time.
Without hesitation, and still while standing, Sage turned me around, both hands wrenched around my arms, and smushed her face against mine. It was aggressive.
When Sage retreated, she swung to Shannon. “Alright, kiss EJ.”
“That wasn’t part of the deal!” Shannon cried. “And plus, we’re just friends.”
Any smile that EJ had been wearing since the beautiful compliment he’d received about his exemplary capture the flag skills, faded with that comment. If he didn’t believe what I’d told him before about her using him, he sure did now.
“Doesn’t matter!” Sage boomed. “Just do it!”
Shannon rolled her eyes. “Fine! But you’re being a biotch, Sage.”
Right when EJ and Shannon smushed their faces together, there was the erratic and frantic pounding from the stern followed by a yell. “Hey! Stop that right now!” For a moment, I thought it was Danny’s voice, that he’d finally talked. But when we all whipped around in that direction, I knew that wasn’t the case. My heart skipped like seventeen beats, and I immediately knew what had contributed to our downfall.
While we kissed standing up, we hadn’t completely moved out of sight of the shelter—just partially. Like how stupid could we be? Now, power walking straight for us, was Chrissy. Her face told all. “Are y’all serious?! Back to the shelter, now!”
Chrissy stopped by the stern and just stood there, arm raised, pointing back towards the shelter until every single one of us walked by her.
And thus, we had entered our walk of shame. 
The entire camp was watching. I even think I heard some kids going, “Ohhhh, you’re in trouble now!” Then there was laughter. 
At one point, Nia fell back to Chrissy. “But we didn’t all—”
“Shut it. Keep walking.”
When we got back to the shelter, all was quiet save for some whispers. I didn’t make eye contact with anyone; I was looking straight at the ground. But boy, did I feel all those eyes. Either my face was drained with fear or rosy red due to embarrassment, not sure which.
On the outskirts of the shelter, but still on the cement, was a fire pit and a semicircle rock wall. No shade—just sun beating down.
“Girls, sit there,” Chrissy commanded, pointing to the left side of the wall. “Don’t talk. Boys. Other side. Don’t talk. Don’t even make eye contact with each other. Just. Sit.”
So there we sat, in deep shit, sun torching us, while the counselors discussed what to do with us silently at a nearby table. Danny was crying. EJ was bobbing his knees up and down. Marcus was drawing on the rock wall with a broken-off piece of it. I was taking in the view of the shelter and the sounds of the wilderness, for surely it would be my last.
This was my “strike three.”
Ever since the pool fight, I’d been relatively well-behaved at camp. Well, besides the first truth or dare game, that is. But we clearly hadn’t been caught then, so you can’t count that as misbehaving. I’d been an angel, making up for my early camp screwups. Hopefully, she’d take that into consideration.
So, whereas most of my mind was focused on enjoying my final moments at Crossroads Summer Camp, a small sliver of hope remained. Surely, they’d dealt with this in summers past; there was no way we were the first to get caught swapping smooch-a-roos. Couldn’t we be given a little slack? 
But then in my head, I would relive the way in which Chrissy reacted, and any hope of a commuted sentence was warshed away. 
After about ten minutes of intense deliberation, all the counselors got up and walked to us, with Chrissy in the front. During her speech, she went back and forth from girls to guys. “y’all are to remain apart from each other. No co-mingling. No sitting on the bus together. You must swim on opposite ends of the pool. No hanging out at all. And all of us counselors will be keeping a close eye on you and sitting with y’all on the bus. y’all understand?”
We nodded our heads with some mumblings of “yes,” and with that, we were segregated for, at the very least, the rest of the day.
“Good. Now we’re late to the pool because of y’all. Get your stuff.” 
“Are you going to tell our parents?” Shannon asked. She was petrified.
Chrissy grunted and walked away.






  
  
The Mean Girls sat at the very front of the bus with Chrissy and Sam. Then it was all the other kids in the camp in the middle rows, followed by Lawrence and Billy—who were on each side of the aisle—and then us boys. Lawrence and Billy didn’t say a word to us. There was no pep talk or reassurance from them. Chrissy must have told them not to talk to us. 
But what was bugging me more, the real question at hand, was how we got caught. Yeah, on the head that’s easy: we were spotted doing it due to our negligence. But how did Chrissy know to look over at the jungle gym? Was it pure coincidence? No way.
Layla.
There was no one else. She was still bitter about my choosing of Sage. She’d stayed back at the shelter, knowing what we were going to do, and told on us.
My anger toward her grew. How could she do that to us?
Then I thought deeper about how it was actually me—how this was all my dumbass’s doing. My fault. My dumbass could have prevented it all from happening in the first place with six magic words, “Can’t we three just stay friends?” 
I had created the shitnado.
But maybe, just maybe, this shitnado was fate. Maybe getting caught was fate. Maybe it was telling me that Sage wasn’t the one like Daniel Bedingfield sings of. Maybe Sage wasn’t the one I indeed needed to cry over in my bed. Maybe I did need to run from her.
At the pool, we stayed as far away from the girls as we could…not only because we had to but because we wanted to. At one point, to make sure he didn’t get into trouble, while EJ was walking to the bathroom after getting out of the pool, Shannon was crossing his path going to her bag and towel. They made awkward eye contact, then EJ looked down at the ground and made a gigantic curve in his trajectory, as if he was sailing on the vast ocean and having to combat the earth’s coriolis effect. He made sure not to get within ten feet of her, and she just stood there, mouth agape at his actions, as if he were trying to avoid contracting tuberculosis from her.
At another point in the pool, we’d noticed—out of the corner of our tricksy little eyes—that there was animosity amongst the girls. It was three on one against Layla, who was arguing back in great defense. The other girls had clearly thought the same thing that I had.
“It was Layla,” I said to the boys. “She told on us.”
“You think?” Marcus asked.
“I know.”
“She was the only one who didn’t come over with us,” EJ said. He’d gathered it, too. “Without a doubt, it was her.”
“All because of you, Andy. Look what you done did.” Marcus shook his head. “I didn’t even partake, and I’m busted.”
I opened my mouth to argue back, to defend myself, but it was true. And Danny, Marcus, and Nia didn’t deserve the punishment. Maybe I should tell the counselors that they are innocent. Maybe that will be brownie points, and maybe then Chrissy won’t tell our parents.
Hopeful thinking, but it was noble, and it was right.
The counselors were hanging out in the middle of the pool, but hugged to the side. I hopped out and started walking their way.
“Where are you going?!” EJ cried. He, Marcus, and Danny had probably seen the wheels turning in my head as I stared at the ripples of the water. 
I didn’t answer back.
It wasn’t until I got to the five adults that I noticed my heart. Funny how that happens. You can be the most confident person in the world going into something, but as soon as it’s on your doorstep, you melt down.
“C-C-Chrissy?”
All of the counselors looked up at me. They had smiles on their faces, but then when they saw it was me, their faces hardened.
“Yes, Andy?”
“I just…I just wanted to say that Marcus…” My throat had dried to the bone and had to swallow to get some saliva down there. “...that Marcus and Nia didn’t kiss. Danny didn’t kiss anyone either.”
She didn’t say anything. She just stood there in the pool, up to her waist, piercing me with her eyes, even through the aviators she wore. The other counselors looked at her and awaited her response.
“It was only me, Sage, Shannon, and EJ.”
“Thank you, Andy,” she grumbled. “Now, go back over to your corner.”
When I started to walk away, I looked over at the girls, and they were all staring at me. They were terrified, not knowing what I could have told the counselors. The mystery would undoubtedly eat at them.
“Why’d you tell them it was me, too?!” EJ cried again when I got back over to him. “You should have just said it was you!”
“EJ, you were literally caught in the act,” Marcus said.
“So! He could have said…I don’t know…he just didn’t need to say that I did it, too!”
Marcus looked at me. “Thank ya for doing that, jabroni. Hopin’ she doesn’t tell my mom, but it was worth a try on your part.” He paused and went into thought for a second. A lightbulb went off in his head. “Maybe if Chrissy does end up telling my mom, you can tell my mom that I didn’t do anything.”
He said it as a statement, but it was really a question. And I didn’t respond to it.

      [image: ]The suspense on the bus ride back was palpable. We all knew on the other side of that fifteen-minute drive sat our fate. The pool time and the bus ride to and from were buffers and an escape from the devastation to come.
And why did it seem like Lester was driving faster to get us back to the park than when we’d left to go to the pool? It was as if he wanted to get us to Mordor sooner rather than later. He worked for Sauron. He was an orc.
The worst part of this, technically speaking, was that Chrissy and the other counselors were keeping things so close to the chest in regard to what they were going to do, that it drove us crazy. The unknown is the scariest place to be. Just give us our sentences!
Before I could blink, I was sitting at our table under the shelter, biting my nails that were no longer there. EJ, who had some granola bars for snacks, was nervous eating them. Marcus had his headphones on and was lying down flat on the bench, with one arm behind his head and the other on his chest with his CD player.
I gazed off down at the small pond nearby, and at the sunlight reflecting off it, when I got a small pull on my t-shirt. I looked over at Danny, who had a pair of Cosmic Brownies in his hands. The package was open, and he was beckoning me to grab one.
I looked up at him. He had concern yet gratitude in his eyes. This must have been his way of thanking me for trying to save him.
“No, I couldn’t—” I said. But he insisted, lifting them in an inviting manner. “Okay, thank you, Danny.”
I broke off the first one, and we both bit down into our respective ones. My stomach was in knots before, but stomach knots have no chance against Cosmic Brownies, Zebra Cakes, Ho-Hos, or Ding Dongs.
The parents started arriving around three-thirty. Every time one of us smoochers heard a car coming up the road, we all snapped our necks to it to see if it was ours. When it wasn’t, we all exhaled back into waiting.
The first pickup of the smoochers arrived around three-forty-five. It was for Shannon. Her eyes spoke volumes even before she stood up. And when she did stand, with Chrissy doing the same directly after, she started sobbing. Chrissy then chaperoned her up the hill.
Ohhh, shitsticks. 
Realization hit hard. My heart sank. There was no getting out of this one. Our luck had officially run out.
Next was Nia.
I kicked Marcus from under the table; he was still off into the world of Bone Thugs in his headphones.
“What the—”
I nodded up in the direction of the car. He then turned around to see Nia, who was on the verge of tears, but the dam hadn’t broken yet.
She had already taken a couple of steps away from the table.
No counselor followed her lead.
Confused, she kept walking. The further she got from the shelter, the faster her pace picked up. She enthusiastically jumped into her parents’ minivan and exited the parking lot.
“Thank you,” Marcus said to me again. The fear had washed completely off of him. He was absolved from all blame.
There was silence on the land again—just the birds, the wind, and the cicadas. You know it’s hot as hell outside when the cicadas are in full force.
EJ broke that silence. “Andy. When my mom gets here, let’s run up as fast as possible. Maybe we can get away.”
It was a great idea. I nodded in agreement.
“Put your backpack on,” he said. “Be ready to fly.”
As I slipped my straps over my shoulders, I looked at the counselors’ table. It seemed they were all preoccupied with their own conversations, not really paying attention.
This may actually work, I thought. EJ and I are the fastest ones here. We can do it.
Of course, we weren’t thinking ahead, that if we indeed did get away with it today, then there would always be tomorrow. And if it happened in the morning, that would be my mom receiving the news firsthand. But again, that thought never crossed my mind.
And was it even going to be us next? Or were we going to receive grace for my being truthful? Maybe it was only Shannon who was getting it. Maybe EJ and I were fine.
Way down the way, on the long road up to the shelter, we heard a car motor. Or was it just the wind through the trees? Our intensity grew in that direction, waiting to see if it was just our minds playing tricks on us, or a valid concern.
But it got closer. And louder. And it was unmistakably a car.
Through the greenery, we saw the dark green of a van. It was camouflaged at first, but then the sunshine reflected off it a time or two.
“Ready?” EJ asked.
“Yup.”
“Godspeed,” Marcus said with a small salute. This was a popcorn-show moment for him. Seeing that he was most likely in the clear with this all, and with no repercussions, he was just sitting back and enjoying the show.
Although he had no words, Danny’s face was wishing us luck as well.
EJ’s mom and dad hadn’t even reached the main parking lot when we were already speed walking up the hill. I looked over my shoulder once and didn’t see any movement from the counselors. We were going to do it!
Just as we piled into the backseat, thinking that victory was ours, we saw Lawrence running up the hill after us, waving his arm at EJ’s parents.
No, not you, Lawrence! Not you!
Betrayal. Utter. Betrayal.
Just like Olly in Game of Thrones, sticking the last dagger into Jon Snow, we were betrayed.
It all went fuzzy at that moment. I didn’t even hear what Lawrence was saying at first; it was muffled by a red haze. I was looking down at the ground, steaming with anger, and only looked up when Mrs Jacobson said, “Is that right?”
I glanced over at Lawrence and made eye contact with him. It was brief because he looked away first, as if he were ashamed of what he was doing.
When there was no more to be told, Lawrence started walking back, and we started pulling out. EJ and I were awaiting it, awaiting the condemnation. But it never came. Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson had the facade of acting angry with us, but scolding words never came.

      [image: ]That night, I hopped on AIM. And there was a good reason I could: Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson might not have called my parents. I didn’t know that for a fact, but if they had, I would have received my sentence instantaneously. Either that or, like EJ’s parents, mine hadn’t cared either. 

Kurules242: my rents werent mad!
KuR0cks16: srly??
KuR0cks16: wat did they say??
Kurules242: they just said 2 be careful wit gurls
Kurules242: they told me dat they bite
KuR0cks16: tru
KuR0cks16: is dat y they didnt call my rents??
Kurules242: not sure. r u not in trouble either?
KuR0cks16: nah. they havnt said anything 2 me
Kurules242: maybe my rents didnt call urs then

That was the hope. That was the dream. If Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson were going to keep this a secret, then they were angels from heaven and deserved to be gifted golden harps. But I also wouldn’t have been mad if they had told my parents, as that was their duty.

xXAngel_HottiXx: layla said she didnt tell on us but i dont believ her

Sage ended up popping online and first told me she didn’t get in trouble, but Shannon did. I laughed. Shannon was grounded for a week and was to stay away from us boys; her parents were going to tell the counselors to keep eyes on her, I guess. But that wouldn’t be necessary, they’d be breathing down our necks going forward, anyway.

KuR0cks16: so u think it was her 2?
xXAngel_HottiXx: yup
xXAngel_HottiXx: she was jealous of u n me
KuR0cks16: dats wat i was thinkn 

It was no surprise that Sk8trGrl90 was nowhere to be found that night on AIM. She knew that if she hopped online, she would be walking into an ambush. Maybe she was hoping that the next day we’d all calmed down to think rationally, to believe that she had no part in us getting caught, that everything would go back to normal. But that boat had sailed.

xXAngel_HottiXx: btw, y havent u put my name in ur profile yet?

Oh, shit on shingle. I’m busted.
The idea of doing that had completely escaped my mind. Or had it? Not doing it was a declaration that the relationship was not legitimate. So, maybe subconsciously I was avoiding it.
And it was at that moment that I could have easily called it quits—for like the thousandth time—the elephant was in the chatroom and she undoubtedly saw it. And I could have blamed the bad omen that the day entailed. I could blame it on Mercury being in retrograde. She would understand…right?

xXAngel_HottiXx: weve been bf n gf 4 3 dayz
KuR0cks16: i kno sry
KuR0cks16: ill do it tmw
KuR0cks16: i jst want to get it right
xXAngel_HottiXx: all u hav 2 do is put my name n a heart
xXAngel_HottiXx: it takes 2 sec
KuR0cks16: g2g
KuR0cks16: night babe
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I wasn’t prepared for it whatsoever. Seeing it happen with Steve-O, Bam, and Johnny Knoxville on Jackass was always hilarious at the immature age of thirteen, but when it happens to you, all laughter goes out the window. In reality, you’re instead left with an indescribable pain that starts in the place of origin and travels upward like falling dominoes. Your stomach drops seventy-five feet and you feel like you’re going to vomit. You end up keeling over in agony.
What am I talking about? Getting punched in the nuts.
Never in my life—up until that point, of course—I would have guessed that a girl would do such a thing. I had no idea that any amount of anger built up in that fiery red hair would have led to such a thing. Like, had I really made her that upset?
It was Sage’s last day at camp. She’d turned fourteen. And it was on the bus, as we had just parked at the pool, that I decided to break it off.
“Um…Sage?” We were sitting next to each other in the back (the counselors had given us a little space that Friday, which was surprising), but everyone was now getting up to get off. EJ knew what was up; I could sense his nervousness and anticipation peaking behind me. I’m sure that nervousness rubbed off on Danny.
The whole day Thursday I’d been trying to get the nerve to just do it (then again, I had been saying that I was going to do it for three days already). I mean, was my shortness on AIM on Wednesday night not a good enough hint? A hope of mine was that she would possibly take the initiative that Thursday and break up with me if I didn’t end up doing it (which I clearly didn’t). That would have saved me so much trouble. “Oh, no. Darn,” I would have said. “Please don’t break up with me.” 
Instead, the whole day Thursday was awkward all around. The counselors were Nazis, making sure to keep us all apart—there was no proper way I could get to Sage to break up, anyway—and no one really talked to each other except in our little cliques.
And that night, I made sure to stay off AIM. I played Midnight Club instead.
Which led us to this continually awkward Friday.
“Yeah?” Sage asked.
“Um, I think…” I paused for a good three seconds while she gave me “that” look. Damn, did she look mad with those icy blue eyes. I can still see them to this day.
“Uh, yeah? Spit it out!”
“Um, I think…I think I change my mind. I think I wanna break up.”
“What?!” she snapped. “Why? Do you like Layla or somethin’?”
“Yes. No. I mean, I don’t know. I just…”
The fumble of a century.
The back of the bus went dead quiet. I briefly made eye contact with Shannon, who was just over Sage’s shoulders. Her jaw was dropped about three inches—the white of her eyes showing more than they ever had before. I looked back at Sage; her face was redder than I’d ever seen it before.
“Oh…you…asshole.” She made sure to draw the sentence out as long as humanly possible, but the punch to the nuts came as swift as samurai. Direct shot. I heard gasps in all directions as I crumpled, grabbing “the boys.” Sage darted down the aisle towards the front, pushing Marcus out of the way.
“Hey!” he yelled.
She didn’t stop.
The pain blossomed and rose, and soon I was feeling butterflies in my stomach and lightheadedness in my brain. Slowly, I lay back down on the bench, curled up into the fetal position, and closed my eyes.
“Are you okay?” EJ asked.
I didn’t answer. I groaned instead.
“Yo, did you break up with her just now?!” Marcus asked as he slid into the bench in front of me and looked over the back. “She looked pissed. I was literally just telling Nia on the drive over here how good you two were for each other.“ He laughed. “Guess I was wrong.”
I opened one eye and aimed it up at Marcus.
“Sorry,” he said. “But why’d you do it today, man? You could have waited until tonight or something online.”
“I didn’t…I didn’t want to do that, Marcus.”
“Why not? That’s so much easier. If Nia and I ever break up—God forbid—I’ll probably just break up with her over AIM.”
“That’s a dick move,” EJ said to Marcus. He looked back at me. “Sorry, Andy. No offense.”
I leaned up, the pain vaguely subsiding.
“Hey! What are you guys doing? You gotta get off!” Lester bellowed from the front as he looked at us in the large rectangle rearview mirror.
For the first several steps, I walked with a waddle, Marcus in front of me. It was all fine and dandy, with the pain letting up with each step, until we reached two rows from Lester. He was just the same amount of rank as usual, but my senses were elevated at that moment. I started feeling heat waves and seeing tunnel vision of green.
I threw Marcus out of the way and rushed down the stairs, “Dude, what the—” he cursed. “That’s the second time—ohhhh damn…”
The pepperoni pizza Lunchable I’d had only thirty minutes prior was no longer in my stomach, but on the pavement just outside. There were three rounds of purging vomit. By the time I was done, the tunnel vision had faded, but was instead replaced with tears dropping from my eyes and snot dripping out of my nose.
I was a hot mess.
“Andrew, are you okay? Are you sick or something?” Lester asked.
Oh, how badly I wanted to turn around and yell, “It’s you, Lester! You smell like shit!”
Instead, from the last stair, I hopped over my puddle on the blacktop and yelled behind me, “I’m fine,” and kept walking.
“Are you serious?!” Marcus shouted behind me. “You make a cripple play Jump The River over your throw up?! Dude, c’mon!”

      [image: ]“I’ll tell Lawrence,” EJ said.
“No!” I bellowed, the word carrying on as an echo against the lockers, the cement building, and the tile floors. In a much calmer voice, I said again, “No…don’t do that.”
I was sitting on a bench in the pool bathroom/locker room with the three of them surrounding me.  
The pain was still there, as was the nausea; I just needed a bit more time before I faced everyone. Staying in the bathroom too long would make me look weak. I didn’t want that. But I was sure that by now the word had spread to most of the campers, anyway; I might have already looked weak.
If word had spread to the counselors as well, I did not know. If I were to guess, Lester had probably shared the vomit story with the rest of them, but the reason behind the vomit might still have remained a mystery…that is unless a little birdie reached them. However, I didn’t want the counselors to know about it at all. It was already embarrassing as is, and I wanted the story to die fast.
“Well, you can’t just sit here, cuh,” Marcus said. “They’ll think you’re hiding.”
“I know, I know. Just…just give me a second. She got me good, man.”
“I’ve never been hit in the nuts before, but I saw this guy at a baseball game get hit there,” EJ said. “He wasn’t wearing a cup, and supposedly they grew to the size of antelopes. He had to go to the hospital.”
“Don’t you mean cantaloupes?” Marcus corrected.
“No, cantaloupes are those deer out in Colorado. I saw them once. They had big white butts.”
Marcus shook his head. “You got those backwards, my guy.”
“No, I don’t. He got hit in the balls and they turned into antelopes. Ask Jeeves when you get home. You’ll see I’m right.”
“Not helping!” I shouted again, with another echo in the chamber.






  
  
The bright sunlight hit my eyes like a spotlight on stage. That’s essentially how I felt, too—center of attention. As Tupac would have said: All Eyez On Me. It took several seconds for my eyes to adjust, and when they did, it was just as I suspected: everyone in the pool was looking at me.
It took very little to grab the attention of my fellow campers, as any mild bit of news or minor grumblings would make the front page of The Daily Crossroad. This…drama…was as juicy as it got in that regard.
But I held my head high. It was first down and deep into the cracked cement, but quickly caught myself and looked up, shoulders back. I needed to stand proud and confident to show that it didn’t affect me in the way that Sage had undoubtedly attempted it to.
Play it cool, Andy. Play it cool. Just set your stuff down and slip into the pool. I didn’t make eye contact with anyone as I walked over to the grass, EJ, Danny, and Marcus right behind me.
There was a corner bordering up to the deep end and where the buoy line met the edge of the pool. That’s where I went. The reasoning, the justification in it, was that the girls wouldn’t dare come that far in the water. Most of them were still worried about getting their hair wet. Typical.
But I wasn’t thinking about my compadres. I mean, Marcus didn’t matter because he just sat on the edge and dangled his feet in the water—by this point he could take off his immobilizer one or two times a day. The doctor was seeing progress in his knee healing and wanted his leg to get some air and some minor strength back, as it was a twig, not being used for almost a year.
But with EJ and Danny, they clearly wanted to swim…but they were short. I was probably a good five-five, while EJ was around five-two and Danny barely surpassed five. They at least wanted to be able to touch the bottom rather than constantly having to tread or hang onto the side. Right where we’d jumped in, stenciled into the cement, it read “Five Feet Deep” with “No Diving” right below it.
I was doing them no favors.
“Come on. Let’s go to three feet,” EJ said, referring to the depth.
Maybe they knew why I’d chosen the deep end, but maybe they didn’t. I didn’t want to go to shallow waters. My head sat just above the water and made me feel invisible. I wanted it to stay that way. “Nah, I’m good.”
“Danny and I can’t touch, and I’m tired of hanging onto the side or treading water.”
Now, I was getting annoyed. “Danny, do you want to go to shallow water?” I huffed, wanting his opinion on the matter.
Hanging on the edge, he looked back and forth between a treading EJ and a standing me, before nodding his head.
I sighed, but in a soft voice, asked Danny, “Do you mind if I stay here and you two go over there?”
He smiled and shook his head.
“See?” I said to EJ. “Why don’t you two just go over there? I wanna stay here.”
“Why can’t we all just go?”
“Because I want to stay here.”
No other questions were asked, as EJ rolled his eyes and he and Danny swam away.
“Why don’t you want to go to shallower water?” Marcus asked after they were out of hearing range.
My glance was sharp. “You, too?!” I snapped.
“What? It was just a question.”
I shook my head as I swam over to the submerged wall of the pool and put my back up against it. Out of the corner of my left eye, I watched the progress of Danny and EJ. They maneuvered through, zig-zagging around kids having “diving to the bottom” challenges, those with little plastic squirt guns squirting each other, and those racing from one side of the pool to the other. I’m sure there were some submersible humans throwing those rubber torpedoes, too.
And like a mountain lion who stalks its prey, the Mean Girls had followed them with their eyes the whole way. They made their move.
“Shit, shit, shit!”
“What?” Marcus asked.
“The girls are going over to them.”
“And?”
“I don’t know! I just don’t know what they’re going to say. What if they try to hit them in the nuts for something?”
“One, those two haven’t pissed them off like you have. Two, have you tried kicking or punching in a pool? I can’t stand those people who say to punch a shark in the nose if you see one. How can you punch at normal speed in the water, enough to daze a shark?”
“I don’t know. How?”
“You don’t, jabroni. You’re gettin’ eaten.”
Marcus was right, both about the sharks and the girls. The girls would probably be more cordial to the two boys. We had all become friends after all. Friends get into fights and usually make up. Case in point, Layla was hanging out with them like nothing had happened. Sage probably felt terrible for what she’d done to me and was going to give the message to EJ to bring back to me that she was sorry and still wanted to be my girlfriend. 
EJ’s face as he looked back in our direction said otherwise—frightened beyond belief. Immediately, he started swimming as fast as he could back out to us, Danny unable to keep up.
I looked over the sloppy splashes of EJ’s slapping arms to Shannon and Sage. They had devil grins. Something was wrong, really wrong. My heart started thumping.
“What?! I can’t understand you,” I shouted. EJ was splashing and yelling something. “Can you understand him?” I asked Marcus.
“Is he saying ‘Halo’? Like the Xbox game? That’s all I can—”
EJ stopped swimming freestyle and switched to breaststroke. He was about twenty yards away. “They know!” he yelled. “They know!”
“They know what?”
In between pants of breath, he yelled two words: Black. Cats.

      [image: ]It was no longer a secret, but public knowledge.
It’s like when someone with a ton of power and influence is getting accused of a crime, yet the court has no solid proof that the crime was committed—all the evidence has somehow been tampered with or flawlessly hidden. The defendant is one-hundred percent guilty, but there’s just no way to prove it.
Much the same here.
Phoenix and Carlos had no concrete evidence that it was us…yet…but the suspicions were already out there. And now, the girls knew that we’d done the deed, but just didn’t know who we did it to.
At first, EJ denied their accusations. But after dropping that an unnamed counselor had told them, and further playing the “Good Cop (Shannon) and Bad Cop (Sage) Routine” to get the truth out, EJ crumbled under his initial poker face. I’m guessing that it was the manipulative Shannon, whom he was still obviously crushing over, yet broken-hearted by, that made him crack. 
So now I was worried. If the Mean Girls had all gone to a different school system than the one that everyone in my neighborhood did, then it wouldn’t be a problem. But because they did, all they needed to do was ask around, and someone would know something. Eventually the breadcrumbs would lead to Phoenix and Carlos or one of the many Karens.
I could already picture it as we bumped along the pothole-filled streets and with Eminem’s “Till I Collapse” blasted at full volume against my eardrums. It would first start off with loud bangs on the front door of my house right as my parents and I sit down for dinner. My dad would give my mom and me a curious and frustrated look, because who in their right mind would bother someone at dinnertime? Have some common courtesy.
Dad would open the front door and Sgt. So-and-so would be standing there with Cadet So-and-so behind him. Sgt. So-and-so would relay the news to my dad that they had suspicions that I had lit off fireworks the other night, causing distress amongst the hundreds in our neighborhood. My dad would then start a penal colony in our backyard, me being the sole inmate.
When we got back to the shelter and to our table, I filled the guys in as to my thoughts. “I think Billy did it. I think he broke our secret.”
Speaking of an accusation without evidence. Although Lawrence had been the one to tell EJ’s parents about Truth or Dare, I just couldn’t picture him breaking and telling the girls. He seemed like a much better secret keeper than Billy. But short of cornering Billy, we had no idea for sure if it was him.
“That’s what I was thinkin’, too,” Marcus said.
“What an ass—”
EJ was cut off by loud cackles on the other side of the shelter. After the cackles came singing. All four girls started singing the ultimate female empowerment anthem, “No Scrubs” by TLC.
I put my head in my hands and groaned. I hated to admit it, but the girls had won the day. Dammit, the Mean Girls had won the day.






  
  
The whole block was invited. The Browns. The Jacobsons. The Barnes. The Reynolds. The Kents. The Stevens. The Myers. The Andersons. The Proudfoots. There was karaoke, hot dogs and burgers and tacos, Cherry Cokes, Boulevard Wheats, and margaritas. There was terrible singing, fantastic singing, dancing, spilling, and laughter. 
The night had fallen, and so had composure.
It was Jed from across the street’s “Dirty Thirty.” I’d never heard the term before that evening, but I guess it symbolized your first round of “Over the Hill,” otherwise known as becoming an “old ass.” You might as well apply for your AARP card when you reach the big three-zero, because your back’s gonna start going out with every sneeze and fart from here on out.
“Andy got punched in the nuts today at camp,” EJ said to the table.
I choked on my Cherry Coke. “Seriously?!”  
EJ just shrugged. “Sorry.”
All of us kids, with our canned pop in hand, were sitting together on a white fold-out picnic table. Colton had Bandit lying down at his feet, panting. It was a hot and humid night for a German Shepherd, but the game of fetch they had played earlier equally accounted for the heavy breathing and flapped out and to the side tongue.
“What?!” Everyone cried out, laughing.
“Yeah, Sage Sterling. She’s in Krista’s grade.” EJ said.
“Yeah, I know who she is,” Kaitlyn said. “Why’d she do it?”
I didn’t want to answer. I just gave her a shameful glance, then looked back down at my pop can as I tried to get it to balance on its lip. At that point, I also noticed that subconsciously I had been sitting with one shoe’s bottom resting on the inner side of the other. Because they were the Shox and I didn’t want them scuffed, I cursed myself in my mind and then shifted to put both bottoms flat on the ground. Earlier that evening, I’d said, “What the hell?” and wore them (only my second time), because it was Friday and my self-control was failing.
“Because he broke up with her and sort of said he liked another girl, Layla Marino. But then he said that he didn’t like Layla. And then he said—”
“EJ! Shut. Up!” I barked. I wanted to do nothing more than smack him from across the table. He was starting to take after Marcus.
“You two were dating?!” Kaitlyn bellowed.
“You had a girlfriend?!” Connor asked with a disgusted look. “Gross!”
“Enough! No more!” I was boiling inside. I needed to change the subject. “Enough of this. And more importantly, I…no, we…have something to tell you guys.”
Maybe EJ was nervous. That’s why he was talking so much. On the flip side, Colton had been dead quiet. The three of us had talked earlier in the evening, without all the others around. EJ and I had told Colton about the Mean Girls at camp knowing about the Black Cats, how we were technically still safe, and how we still had a card to play with the iPod still in Phoenix’s hands. If he hadn’t already sold it, that is. Colton was pissed that we’d told the counselors, but since there was no going back, the three of us agreed to fill in the rest of our friends. It seemed only fair.
“Tell us what?” Connor asked.
“Yeah,” Brennan followed. “Tell us what?”
I looked around to make sure no parents were near us. Who knew if one of them was a Karen. I didn’t think that was the case, but it wasn’t worth it to have one sneak up on us and overhear. But would they even remember it in the morning anyway?
“It was us that lit off the Black Cats the other night.”
“I knew it!” Kaitlyn bellowed again.
“Shhh!” I hissed. “Don’t draw attention.”
“You guys are terrible liars.”
“Whatever,” I said. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that it seriously can’t leave this table. We decided to tell you because you’re our friends, but if word gets into the wrong hands, we could get into serious trouble—like death penalty trouble.”
Everyone laughed, but I didn’t find it funny.
“That’s a ridiculous thing to say,” Kaitlyn said. “No, you won’t. It’s just fireworks. I’m sure everyone’s already forgotten about it.”
“No, they haven’t,” EJ argued. “The HAO said that they would call the cops and fine us.”
“HOA,” Kaitlyn corrected. “And they aren’t the government. They have no authority.”
“My dad said the exact same thing,” I said. “But still. Keep it hush. I doubt Phoenix and Carlos would call the cops on us because they still have Brennan’s iPod. We could just rat them out in return. But anyone else…”
“Oh, give me a break,” Connor said. “The iPod is as good as gone.”
“No, it’s not! Don’t say that! And we owe it to Brennan.”
“No, you owe it to him. Don’t bring us into it.”
The truth stung. I thought my guilt of telling Brennan to wait for Colton and me outside EJ’s house was gone, but in reality, I had just put a bandaid on it. Connor ripped the bandaid off.
I had a duty to Brennan, and if that meant doing it alone, so be it.
I was about ready to say, “You’re right,” when a feeble voice spoke up.
“Connor,” Brennan said. “It wasn’t his fault. And he doesn’t owe me anything.” He looked at me and gave a half-smile.
“But he—” Connor started before Brennan cut him off.
“—But he didn’t know that Phoenix and all of them were going to show up. It’s not his fault.”
The conversation was at an end. Instead, our focus turned to some random guy—must have been one of Jed and Corinne’s friends—who started singing “Livin’ La Vida Loca” at karaoke. He actually wasn’t half bad. It got some parents to stand up and head to the front of the backyard, where Jed and Corinne’s back deck led out into it. That area of the grass was the makeshift dance floor. 
To the left of the KJ (karaoke jockey), the guy singing, and the karaoke machine itself, were Jed and a couple of his buddies. They each had an incredibly small cup in their hand and clinked them together before throwing the liquid back into their mouths. After that, they took a bite out of a lime. Jed then said, “Oh, that’s good.”
I didn’t know what it was, but I figured it was some sort of alcohol. It was just bizarre to see someone bite down on a lime. I mean, who in their right mind would do such a thing? That’s like eating three Warheads at once; your head would legit explode like the package they came in.
Then, across the yard, I looked to see my parents sitting with the Jacobsons and the Browns. The moms were drinking red wine, and the dads were drinking what looked like scotch. They’d moved on from the Boulevard Wheats.
At around eleven-thirty, parents started to stumble home. Kaitlyn and Connor were told to come home, as were Brennan and Colton.
“You have until midnight,” my mom said. She was giving me a little more leniency  than the others. So, EJ and I went back to his place and started shooting hoops. Normally, to respect the neighbors, we’d stop shooting at around ten-thirty, especially on school and work nights. But on Fridays, and since most of the neighbors had been at Jed and Corinne’s, we were going to play until midnight.
That was, until Colton opened his window at eleven-forty-five and yelled across to us. “Yo! Get over here!”
EJ and I both grabbed our respective basketballs and looked over his way. “What?” EJ shouted back.
“I don’t want to yell it! Just come over here real quick.”
EJ and I jogged over to his driveway and just up under his window.
“I just went on our computer and saw that Krista hadn’t logged off of AIM. She still had a window with Phoenix up. He told her that he, Carlos, Zander, and Tanner were all going up to the lake to listen to some music and hang out.”
EJ and I both shot a glance at each other.
“How long ago was that?” I asked.
“Twenty minutes.”






  
  
I peeled out into the street, my bike tires sliding. When I got grip again, I started pedaling as hard and as fast as I could in the direction of the lake. EJ was right beside me. 
Immediately after Colton had told us the news, EJ ran to his garage to get his bike, while I ran to mine. I used the keypad to open the garage, grabbed my bike that hugged one wall, and took off, leaving the garage open behind me. My parents had probably thought I was coming home fifteen minutes early, as their room was just above the garage and no doubtably heard it open.
If you were to ask EJ, I’m guessing he would have said that that was the fastest we’d ever ridden before. Even for his shorter stature, he had thighs of steel, capable of massive power and creating massive torque against the pedals. I’m not sure how my giraffe legs helped in that regard—running, I had the privilege of long strides—but with the pedaling, it must have been my fast-twitch fibers.
In less than two minutes, we were at the top of the hill, overlooking the lake. The moon, although in its waning gibbous phase, was still reflecting off the water. We were sucking in air, but we were controlled in doing so, and we could already hear music and chatter down below.
“Let’s go to the other side,” I said in a low voice after we’d slowed down. We proceeded on, past the couple of houses being built. On the other side of the “U” path, we looked down the path and could see a small bonfire and the four of them sitting around it on logs. We could really only see their silhouettes.
“I think the iPod is plugged into speakers like I have,” I whispered.
“I think so, too. But are they close to it? How are we gonna take it?”
Those were good questions, and I had no answer to them yet, and time was a-tickin’. The first thought ran to a distraction. But how? What would move them away from the bonfire but leave the iPod there? We could throw something in the water, maybe. Or we could call from above in a tone similar to a cop’s.
Nah, that won’t work.
“Are you all out of Black Cats?” I asked.
“Yeah, why?”
“Just an idea to distract them. Nevermind.”
I squinted further to see if I could make out any shapes of speakers. I also looked for any kind of movement from one of them that would look like they were scrolling an iPod. The only real thing I could see was the four of them drinking something out of a can.
“This song sucks!” One of them blurted out. I think it was Tanner. The song that just started playing was “Iris.” “Turn it, Phoenix.”
There was no better clarification than that; it was Brennan’s iPod.
“That’s it!” EJ whispered with excitement. “That’s his iPod!”
“Yup. That’s it.” I took a deep breath, then looked over to the other side of the “U”, where we’d just been. An idea popped in. “Alright, I got it. You go over to the other side and grab some rocks and throw them in the bushes and trees. That’ll get their attention that way. Then I’ll sneak down from here—behind them—and try to spot it. If I do, I’ll grab it and run back up this way. We take The Fun Route back.”
“Why not just straight down the hill? It’s a direct shot and much shorter to home.”
“Yeah, but they’ll have a better chance of catching us.”
“You think?”
“It’s not worth the chance. Plus, we know The Fun Route and can lose them much easier.”
“Okay.”
EJ then rode over to the other side, while I snuck down the path about halfway. If I were wearing my Chuck Taylors, I would have been afraid a random twig or something in my path would deceive me and give me away. But because I had my Shox on, I wasn’t concerned in the slightest; the Shox would absorb the sound of a twig snapping, much the same that a suppressor does for 007‘s PPK.
At that halfway mark, I crouched down and waited. I was stalking. My heart was pounding. My eyes were wide.
There was a rustle in the trees just to the left of the path.
“What was that?” Carlos said.
The four went quiet. They waited for about five seconds before Zander spoke up. “Dude, you’re like totally hearing things, hehe.”
“No, I wasn’t! There was something in the trees back there.”
Another rustle of leaves, but this time, something hit a tree and made a loud thud before it hit the ground with another rustle. This time, all four of them stood up.
“See!” Carlos said.
“Like, who’s there?” Zander shouted.
I started to creep forward ever so slightly.
“What if it’s a cop? Quick, hide the beer!” Tanner said.
“It’s not a cop, idiot. Chill out.” Phoenix said. “It’s probably a raccoon or rabbit or something.”
Another rustle, but it was further away from me. This time, Phoenix paused the music. I physically saw Phoenix pick up the iPod and set it back down on a tree stump next to the speakers. That’s it, EJ. Keep it up. Draw’em towards ya.
“I’m gonna catch it, whatever it is,” Tanner said. He and Carlos got up to go investigate, while Zander and Phoenix stood just outside the circle of chairs, with their backs toward me.
I was close now—probably well within the glow from the fire. Either that could get me caught, or the audible sound of my heart’s beat. Or, Zander or Phoenix could turn around just because, and I’d be right there.
I was five yards away. Four. Three. Two.
There was one more rustle further up the path towards EJ. “Here kitty, kitty, kitty.” Carlos was almost halfway up the path on his side when he turned back to the fire.
Ho lee shit.
“Hey! Behind you!” he yelled.
Phoenix and Zander snapped around. I closed the distance to the iPod and snatched it. The speaker wire became taut, and the speakers crashed to the ground. The speaker jack popped out on its own with a static pop, as I turned and started running up the hill.
“Son of a bitch!” Phoenix yelled.
I could hear two pairs of footsteps behind me, but how close they were, I didn’t know. I just kept running up the steep incline. About halfway up the hill, the footsteps got softer and softer. I looked behind and saw two black figures running back in the direction of the fire.
I kept going.
At the top, I slid the iPod into the left cargo pocket of my shorts and hopped on my bike.
“Flight from the Pointe” had begun.
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I met up with EJ at the turn. Like a relay team, he had been completely stopped, waiting for me, but then when I got close, he started pedaling with force, getting up to my speed just as I reached him. We both hung the right down the long street that ended in the two cul-de-sacs. 
We were covered in a blanket of black, out of the reach of a streetlight on 45th. The next streetlight was three or four houses ahead.
I hadn’t thought about it when I suggested it to EJ, but once we hit the long road, with the dozen or so houses under construction, I was afraid of a rogue nail or screw puncturing one of our tires. Either that, or a patch of gravel making us lose control and crash. Just then, I was having second-guesses. 
When we hit the first streetlight on the road, we looked back. We couldn’t see anything. We were in the light for maybe two seconds before we were back in the black. The next streetlight was another four houses down. Halfway between the two, I looked back and saw four figures on bikes under the glow of the streetlight. In a second, they were gone. 
“They’re catching us!” I shouted to EJ.
EJ and I were both standing and pedaling as hard as we could—no coasting whatsoever, even on the small decline. Each thrust downward, I prayed one would act like a shot of NOS.
There was a parked car on the right side of the road, barely visible if it weren’t for the small glimmers and reflections of the streetlights. We narrowly avoided it at the last second, in contrast to a time when EJ had indeed run into the back of a parked car on his bike.
As soon as we passed the car, we looked back again to see the four in pursuit, but could see nothing in the shadow. We could hear nothing.
The second streetlight was right ahead, seconds away. After that, there were three more around the slight bend to the right, the last one at the junction of the auxiliary street on the left; the houseless cul-de-sac.
Two seconds under the light. Out. We looked back. There was a one-second buffer of us being out of the light when the four entered it. Out.
“Faster, EJ!”
By this point, I was drenched in sweat. All the elements—the humidity, the exertion, the sympathetic nervous system and the will to survive—were starting to make things slippery. Even the deeply grooved rubber handlebars started to lose my grip. My shirt was sticking to me.
“Give it back, Kent!” Phoenix shouted. He was right there—right behind me. Maybe fifteen yards.
At the third streetlight, I swerved hard to the left to catch the sidewalk, which I could faintly see from the light.
EJ stayed out in the middle.
Two riders followed me.
I glanced behind to see how close—too close—my eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark. If they caught me here, then it would come to fists; I wasn’t going to give this iPod up without a fight. When I turned back around to the front, I saw a large lollipop-like mass overhanging the sidewalk. I ducked. One rider behind me didn’t; I heard a large rustle, a yelp, and then a crash. A newly planted tree had come to my aid. Treebeard? Groot?
“EJ! Cut left now!”
He had just crossed under the fourth streetlight. Instead of going all the way to the fifth at the auxiliary street, I wanted to cut the distance through the dirt. It was risky, with all the obstacles we were to face, but if we could get to the field faster, where there was no light, we had a better chance of losing them.
EJ veered sharply to the left and hopped the curb. At about the same time, I veered sharply to the left, directly behind him, and we both rode into the hard dirt. There was a drastic decrease in speed for both us and our pursuers. 
Ahead was the empty cul-de-sac. There was only one foundation for a new home between us and it. Skirting the outside of the foundation, dodging pallets and stacks of two-by-fours, two-by-sixes, and plywood, we entered the cul-de-sac, where we gathered some speed again from the pavement before we hit dirt once more and then the grass of the park. 
The three remaining had lost some ground when we veered into the dirt; they hadn’t expected us to do such a rash thing. They most likely thought that we would continue down to the dead end, not taking the left of the last cul-de-sac ending road, where they would then trap us. Now, they were about thirty yards back, but that was hard to tell exactly.
EJ and I, somewhat on the same wavelength, continued in the grass for as long as we could before we finally turned out of it and onto the street that was the back straight of The Fun Route, I guess you can call it; the one where I had Monica Schneider on my pegs. We were now victims of the light once more.
They were still there.
We lugged up the steep incline and when we reached the top of the hill, they were at the bottom. I could tell they were out of breath and struggling. EJ and I were, too, but we still had juice in the tank and the ability to dig deep and push through the pain and exhaustion.
On the back straight—the long, sweeping left—the streetlights illuminated all. There was no hiding here. But in our favor, two more of the original four had called it quits at the top of the hill; they were too winded to continue. It was only the leader left. I constantly glanced behind me on the straight and he was slowly but surely losing distance from us. When we were almost to the end, where the last side street ended with the bagpiper cul-de-sac—which went down the hill and emptied into Brennan’s and Jed and Corinne’s backyards—Phoenix was about fifty yards behind us. 
Right when we reached the end of the cul-de-sac and the top of the hill, I glanced down to both Brennan and Jed and Corinne’s backyards, hoping that someone was still outside from the party. The answer was a discouraging “no.”
Then began our descent, jittering down the hill with the hundreds of little dirt moguls.
Before I had a chance to save or correct myself, before I even knew how it had happened, I was flying over the front of my handlebars, where I hit the dirt ground with a thud and a crack and tumbled down the hill. It took several seconds before I came to a groaning semi-stop, when my bike, flipping down the hill at the same momentum that I was, toppled over me before coming to its own stop several feet away, the wheels still spinning.
I heaved for air. My chest and arms were burning. I felt a stinging all up and down my right shin. I started groaning more.
EJ yelled something, but it was muffled; I couldn’t understand a damn thing. Then there was the sound of muffled footsteps running towards me.
“Andy! Andy! Shit! Are you okay?!” EJ had bailed from his bike and ran over to me. I didn’t answer. I just groaned. He helped me to my feet and hobbled me over to my bike. I sat on the seat, wheezing with drool and dirt coming out of my mouth, and tried to pedal, but realized my chain had popped off. “We gotta go, man! We gotta go! We’re right there! C’mon!”
I was trying to snap out of my daze, but my body was a disaster; my mind was a disaster. My ears were still ringing. I had no choice but to limp as I pushed my bike through the yards and onto 45th Street. I could barely put any weight on my right leg. It wasn’t broken, but the pain was immense. There was a warm, thick liquid starting to run down my shin.
With watery eyes, I looked behind one last time, and up at the top of the hill in the cul-de-sac, the silhouette of Phoenix remained. He knew he’d lost this one.
EJ guarded and guided me to my driveway, then continued on to his. I stumbled into the open garage and hurried to the back, where I hit the garage door button. I waited until it was all the way closed, then I rested my bike against the trashcans and hopped inside, victorious.

      [image: ]In the kitchen, I looked at the clock above the stove. Sixteen after midnight. I was late…big time. Fearing that one of the two parentals was waiting for me, and seeing the condition that I was in, I turned toward the living room expecting someone. I saw no one. In fact, all I saw was dark. The only first-floor light on was the one above the stove.
Just get to your room. Just get to your room. 
My adrenaline was still dumping, but the pain was getting worse. My clarity was coming back, but my breath was still rapid and heaving. 
I limp-skipped across the hardwood to the stairs and limped up those. There was no other movement when I got to the top. I turned left into my room and slowly closed the door behind me, being as soft as humanly possible on the latch closing. Only then did I turn on the light.
Finally, I was fully able to inspect the damage.
My palms were ripped open and bleeding, and my forearms were scratched all to hell, like the Blair Witch had gotten me.
But the worst was my shin.
There was a gash that started at my ankle and came all the way up to about an inch from my knee. Some of the blood had dried, while the rest was still sliding down.
“How the hell?”
I then inspected my left leg. Everything was fine. That’s when I remembered the iPod, the whole reason behind the chase and the subsequent tumble. I went to my left cargo pocket and grabbed it out.
At first, everything looked fine. I guess that’s because I was looking at the back; the metal part was sort of scratched, but not terrible. When I flipped it around to the front, however, my heart sank. The glass screen was cracked.
“Noooo,” I moaned as I frantically pushed all the buttons, trying to find the one to turn it on. When I pressed the button in the middle of the touch wheel, the four buttons above it lit up red at the same time that the screen did. However, where the spiderweb cracks in the glass were, so too were there spiderweb cracks in the screen behind it. Black streaks went from right to left, and I could see nothing visible on the screen—no Playlists, no Artists, no Songs. I could hear the audible clicks, from the internal speaker but nothing on the screen.
I hobbled to my desk and sat down. I put the iPod on it and then put my head in my hands. All of that; all for nothing. I broke his iPod. I broke his flippin’ iPod. Three-hundred dollars? Four-hundred? I didn’t know. But there was no way I could afford to buy him a new one.
I knew nothing of repair shops, or if they even existed. iPods were still new to the world, and short of going into an Apple store and paying more than you bought it for to fix it, there likely weren’t many repair options, anyway.
“Damn you, Phoenix. Damn you.”
While I took a shower, a stinging and painful shower, where I thought hard about how to salvage the scenario, my mind fluttered into how I’d crashed—where it all went wrong. I tried to rewind my memory and figure out what could possibly have happened. Could I blame it on a dirt clod masquerading as an iceberg? Probably.
But then I remembered how my chain was popped off when I got on to start riding. Sure, it could have come off during the tumble that it had; that’s not uncommon. But at the same time, I had a gash in my leg that only one thing could make: the gear.
That’s what it was. It wasn’t a dirt clod at all. While I was pedaling down the hill, the chain had somehow popped off, my leg had kicked down, dug into the gear, then I flipped over the front. Such a disaster for what had been a sure victory by that point.
That’s when I realized, there in that stupid shower, while I was stupidly bleeding and stupidly stinging, that I indeed wasn’t victorious. I was wrong. Phoenix had won again.
“Damn you, Phoenix. Damn you.”






  
  
By mid-morning, as I lay in bed after a sleepless night, and as I still thought of all the ways I could approach Brennan with the bad news, none of the outcomes were coming out great. If Brennan was intent on still not telling his parents that it had been stolen, then either I had to buy him a new one—which I’d have to apply for a loan at Exchange City to get—or he’d be without an iPod. 
And surely by now, at ten o’clock in the morning, word had spread throughout the halls and chatrooms of AOL Instant Messenger—a place that I was purposely avoiding—that a mission had gone down last night. Was it successful? Only I knew the full truth.
I was avoiding the phone as well. But most of all, going over and knocking on his door, I was avoiding the most.
It seemed the day had other plans for me; it came to me.
The doorbell rang.
“Dammit.”
I rolled out of bed, threw on a pair of jeans to hide my battle wounds from my parents, and tucked the iPod into my pocket. What should I say? Do I blame Phoenix? Do I promise to buy him a new one? Will he forgive me?
My mom answered the door just as I hit the bottom step. “Good morning, Brennan. How are you?”
“Good, thank you,” he replied. He was beaming.
“Would you like to come in?”
“Sure—”
“—No, I’ll go out,” I said, moving my way past her and out the door. I turned him around and walked out into my driveway.
“EJ told me you have my iPod?”
I stopped and turned to him. “I do, but Brennan…it broke.”
His face went from glee to sorrow. “What…what do you mean?”
“I…I took a tumble. It was in my pocket.” I took it out of my pocket and handed it to him. “I tried, man. EJ and I tried. We were so close, too—I fell down the hill behind your house.”
With it in his hands, he said, “Yeah, EJ told me. He didn’t mention it being broken, though.”
“I didn’t know it was until I got inside. I’m sorry, man. I don’t know what to do.”
“I do.”
He then turned around and, with purpose, power-walked back to his house.
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After he’d walked back home, I’d sat down on my stoop, curious as to what he was going to do. When he returned five minutes later with all of his battle armor—I mean protective gear—on, and his bike in his hands, I yelled across to him and ran into the house, my right leg stinging as the cut brushed up against the coarse denim.
“Mom, Dad. I’m goin’ on a bike ride with Brennan.”
“Okie dokie,” my mom said.
I circled around to the garage from the inside and grabbed my bike, the chain still popped off. Brennan was already past my house and moving quickly. I threw my bike upside down and guided the chain back on, getting grease all over my fingers. It was loose, but I didn’t have time to adjust it. I flipped it back over and pedaled after him.
“Dude, what are you doing?” I asked when I caught up. “If you’re doing what I think you’re doing, he’ll kill you!”
In a low voice, he said, “I don’t care. I’m over it.”
We pulled into Phoenix’s driveway, and Brennan threw his bike down with vengeance. Whether it scuffed the driveway or not, I don’t know. I was too focused on what he was going to do.
When he got up to the door, instead of ringing it, he opened the storm door and pounded four or five times like a cop. I stayed back about five feet, sweating.
On the inside, there was fast pounding coming down the stairs. The front door then swung open and there stood Phoenix. He then opened the storm door with a growl.
“What do you want?” he asked.
“I hate you,” Brennan said. “I hate your guts.”
Phoenix looked back into his house, probably to make sure his parents didn’t hear. When he turned back around, he whispered, “Yeah? And what are you gonna do about it, little m—”
“Mr. and Mrs. Longbottom!” Brennan shouted. His voice cracked in the process. “Are you home?!” The last part echoed throughout the first floor of the home
The melting of Phoenix’s face was priceless. He stepped outside to confront Brennan, who retreated a step, but then stayed firm. I walked up behind Brennan, fists clenched. The storm door closed shut.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Phoenix snapped. “Are you trying to rat on me? I don’t have your iPod. This asshole does.” He pointed at me.
“Phoenix, what’s going on?” Phoenix’s mom asked, as she opened the door and came outside. I could see his dad further back, but on his way out as well.
“N—nothing! They were just leaving.”
“No, we weren’t,” Brennan said. And then off he went. Although his voice was soft and feeble at times, yet stronger in others, he explained everything. He went all the way back to flashlight tag, and all the way up to me and EJ trying to take the iPod back and how it was now broken. He then pulled it out of his pocket as evidence.
Phoenix’s mother gasped. Phoenix’s father grunted.
At one point, trying to save himself somehow, brought me into the mix, “You know the fireworks the other night? It was him!” He pointed his stupid finger at me again.
“No, it wasn’t,” I lied. “My parents won’t allow me to buy fireworks. They’re illegal.”
“That holds no relevance here, Phoenix,” his dad seethed. “I can’t believe you did all of that.”
“I didn’t! They’re lying!”
“He also still has my backpack. It’s a navy blue Jansport.”
“No, I don’t!”
“Phoenix, enough!” his mom snapped. “Where’s the backpack?”
“I told you, I don’t have it!”
With that, she stormed back inside with Phoenix trying to follow. His dad stopped him. “Uh-uh. You’re staying out here.”
Not more than two minutes later, his mom came back downstairs. “Is this it?”
“Yup.”
“I don’t suppose you drink beer or smoke cigarettes, do ya?”
Brennan looked at her, puzzled. “No way. That’s bad for you. We learned all about that in D.A.R.E. Never give into peer pressure. Say no to drugs and alcohol.”
“That’s what I thought,” she said as she looked at her husband. “There were cigarettes and Natural Lights in here.”
“That’s not mine! It’s—”
“Inside!” Phoenix’s dad commanded. The top of his head was about to blow off.
Utterly defeated, Phoenix trudged his way back through the front door. 
“I’m so sorry about this,” Phoenix’s mom said. “I’ll make sure he gives you his allowance money for a new iPod.”
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“You hungry? Want some Waffle Crisp?”
“Sure,” he said with a smile.
I set up two lawn chairs in my front driveway and went inside to grab the four essentials for a bowl of cereal: cereal, milk, spoon, and bowl. I grabbed two spoons and two bowls.
And we sat there, under the lip and shade of my house, slurping and crunching away on possibly the greatest cereal known to man. The heat was rising—it was to be another day in the nineties—but that didn’t bother us.
“I’m proud of you, Brennan.”
“Thanks.”
When we were finished with the cereal—two bowls each—I went inside and came back out with two grape sodas. We slurped on those, and when EJ joined us around eleven, with him a cooler of Kool-Aid Bursts and ice pops, we had some of those, too. Then the twins showed up. Then Colton. Each time a new person showed, Brennan had to retell the story, but he was happy to do it each time.
“So, his ass got grounded again?” Colton asked. 
“Yup!” Brennan said. “And he had to give me all of his piggy bank money to buy me a new iPod.”
“What about your backpack?”
“Oh yeah, he had to give me that back, too. And it had beer and cigarettes in it. He’s in deep doo-doo.”
Everyone laughed and applauded.
Now, I know at that age the word “rat” is thrown around constantly. It’s a slur word and no one, I mean no one, wants to be called one. But in this instance, when all else had failed, Phoenix’s parents needed to get involved and justice needed to be served.
I was proud of Brennan. He probably had mixed emotions himself, but he’d stood up for himself. That was inspirational, even to me. At a certain point, we can only take so much. Verbal and physical abuse can only last so long before enough is enough, and Brennan had hit that point.
“What about your sister?” Connor asked Colton.
“What about her?”
“Are they still dating?”
“Ask her yourself,” Kaitlyn said and nodded in the direction of Colton’s house. Krista was walking over to us.
“What do you want?” Colton asked when she got to the driveway.
“Colton, be nice for once, wouldja?” she said as she got closer. “I’ve come to apologize.” She looked at me, EJ, and Brennan in particular. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you about it being Brennan’s iPod. Phoenix’s parents just called our house and told us everything. I then called it quits with him over AIM. He’s not happy.”
We all looked at each other with delight on our faces.
“You broke up with him?” Colton asked.
“Mhmm.”
“Good riddance.”
“What was that…like a month?” Connor asked.
“Basically,” Krista said.
“Damn, that’s a long time to be boyfriend and girlfriend.” He said it with all seriousness.
Krista and Kaitlyn both shook their heads at Connor’s stupidity. “Anyways,” Krista said. “If he bothers any of you guys again, let me know. I’ll beat his ass myself.”
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It took me the whole day to get the nerve. Only Marcus hung close to the girls during the day, and that was only because of Nia. I figured they all hated my guts and any kind of attempt at friendship would be swiftly rejected. 
And it ate at me. Maybe it’s a fatal flaw of mine—just wanting to be liked by everyone. It’s impossible, really, unless you’re someone like Keanu Reeves or Brendan Fraser.
I pretty much accepted that I’d never get Shannon’s friendship back. Although, did I ever really have it?
But it would have been nice to have Layla’s back.
We’d been back from the pool and under the shelter for a little over an hour, and I knew that EJ’s parents would be coming to pick us up shortly.
Leaving the table, although half of me was saying to just stay, I got up and walked across the shelter to the girls’ table. My heart was pounding. “Layla?” I said.
The whole table looked at me. “Yes?”
At least she didn’t say, “What do you want?” This was a good sign. She still looked a tad bit standoff-ish, but not rude. I didn’t think that was in her DNA, anyway.
“Can we talk really quick?”
She looked around at the others before back at me. “Uh, sure?”
We walked out of the shelter and to an empty table in the sun.
“I just wanted to say I’m sorry…I’m sorry for last week. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I should have just said ‘no’ to Sage. I didn’t even really like her. I sorta like another girl. So, I just felt kinda…stuck.”
“Slow down, slow down,” she said. I didn’t realize I’d been rapidly firing off my words. “But also, yeah. All you had to do was say ‘no,’ especially if you liked someone else. Then none of this would have happened.”
“I know.” I looked down at the table with poopy-pants eyes. “I just…it’s just hard to say ‘no’ sometimes. And I didn’t want to make Sage mad.”
“Oh, but it was totally fine if you made me mad?”
I looked up at her, and her eyes were piercing. “That’s not what I meant! Dammit, I’m sorry. I’m just…still really bad at this.”
“Bad at what?”
“Talking with girls,” I mumbled. “I don’t know why. Sometimes I’m okay at it, but most of the time I suck.”
“Yeah, you kind of do.” We sat in silence for several seconds before she went on. “But that’s okay. Apology accepted. I like someone else, too, so no biggie there.”
“Can we still be friends?” I asked.
“Sure,” she said with a smile. “I have more to teach you, anyways.” As we started walking back into the shelter she turned back to me. “Oh, and don’t worry about the fireworks thing. None of us really care. We were just trying to scare you on Friday.”
Such an immense weight lifted off my shoulders. Layla was awesome. I regret what I’d done, but her ability to forgive was an amazing quality that I expect she still has today.
When EJ’s parents picked us up, they’d already had Z95.7 queued up for us—over the course of the summer they’d realized it was our favorite station. “Let me ask you something,” the radio said. “When you come in on Monday and you’re not feeling well, does anyone ever say to you, ‘Sounds like someone has a case of the Mondays?’” There was a brief pause, where there was only static coming through the speakers. Then another, deeper voice came on. “No…no, man. *Bleep* no, man! I believe you get your ass kicked saying something like that, man.” A shorter pause, and then someone who sounded like an actual radio DJ popped on. “Ahh, the epic scene from Office Space. Tell me, are you having a case of the Mondays? Let’s fix that. Next up is the brand new single, just released today. You’ll only find it here first on Z95.7. Here is ‘Suga Suga’ by Baby Bash, featuring Frankie J.”
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The heat finally broke. After nine days straight of being in the nineties—with several of them getting close to a hundred—and with a total of eighteen days in July being in the nineties, the twenty-third finally brought some much appreciated, balmy low eighties into the mix. No precipitation, but that was fine. That’s what the pool’s for. 
When we got on the bus to head out for the day, Lawrence came back to sit with the four of us. We hadn’t talked to him since the week before. We were still holding a grudge.
Before EJ and I had a chance to put our headphones in, he turned to us. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry to you two. You know I didn’t want to tell your parents. I don’t care if you kiss a girl. But you know how Chrissy is—she made me. I was gonna let you two get away.”
EJ and I didn’t say anything. We just looked down at the floor of the bus.
“I know you’re probably mad at me—and that’s understandable—but just know that I’m sorry and that you two are still my friends.”
That one hit. How could you stay mad at someone like that? And if Layla was as easy to forgive, I should be as well. “It’s okay,” I said, making quick eye contact with him, then going back to the ground.
“Yeah, it’s okay,” EJ repeated.
“Right on. Well, if it’s any consolation, I got you CDs for all of ya.” He reached into his backpack and brought out four. They were all the same. “I forgot if I told you that my buddy from high school is the lead singer from All-American Rejects or not. He signed these CDs and gave them to me to give away.”
It was their debut, self-titled album. “Swing, Swing” was still a massive hit and was constantly in circulation on the radio. All-American Rejects were up there with Good Charlotte, Sum 41, Fall Out Boy, Switchfoot, The Ataris, Blink-182 (of course), and one other band (which I will get to momentarily) that ruled the 2003 pop punk/alternative radio waves.  
“Lawrence,” I said. “We can’t accept—”
“—No, you can and you will. Again, my buddy Tyson told me to give these out. Have them.”
Danny immediately ran up to Lawrence and hugged him. It looked to me like All-American Rejects may have been his favorite band. Following Danny’s lead, Marcus, EJ, and I went up to Lawrence and gave him a hug. When we sat back down, across the aisle, I held out my hand to Danny for a high-five. He slapped it and smiled at me before his attention went back to the CD.
I again turned to Lawrence. “Thank ya.”
“Of course, pimp. Now give me the scoop on the drama on your street. Any new developments?”
“You can say that,” I said with a smirk.

      [image: ]That evening, my mom and I went to Target. She was getting office supplies and other odds and ends. Instead of staying in the aisle inundated with back-to-school stuff, the very last thing I wanted to see, I went to the CDs. Although I had just gotten a new one earlier that day, I was constantly wanting new music. And right there in front, on an entire shelf to itself, was Yellowcard’s brand new album, Ocean Avenue. $13.98. It was a continuation of the All-American Rejects vibe of the day.
When I got home, I opened both CDs and put them in the multi-CD tray. I turned on Yellowcard first and then got on AIM.
The first song, “Way Away,” was already a single that had dropped a month earlier. But the third track and their second single—the song that shared the same name as the album—would go on to become a massive hit by the end of the year and well into 2004. Then, the third single, the sixth track, “Only One,” was a lover’s anthem. That song was playing when xXcutiewitabootieXx came online.

xXcutiewitabootieXx: heeeyyyy
xXcutiewitabootieXx: im backkkk
KuR0cks16: sup??? how was vacay???
xXcutiewitabootieXx: funnnn. miss me?
KuR0cks16: oh ya, u kno it
xXcutiewitabootieXx: wats all been goin on since ive been gon?
KuR0cks16: oh, nm. pretty boring, really
xXcutiewitabootieXx: lame
xXcutiewitabootieXx: wat r u doin this weeknd?
KuR0cks16: dont kno yet u?
xXcutiewitabootieXx: pool probs
KuR0cks16: kewl
xXcutiewitabootieXx: lets hanggg
KuR0cks16: hell ya
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By seven o’clock, the cicadas were deafening. Regardless of the fact that there weren’t a plethora of hundred-year oaks, maples, or willow trees around, they were finding somewhere to be obnoxious.
Marcus had come over again after camp, and the whole crew was hanging in EJ’s driveway shooting hoops. EJ had a small portable stereo plugged in, and we were all donating CDs for him to play. Marcus brought his case that held twenty-five or so, while I brought over my large binder-type case. If it wasn’t a burned CD, I had the CD cover booklet above and the CD below—organized.
“Who’s that?” Connor asked, pointing down the street. There was a girl walking up the way.
We all looked.
“Monica Schneider,” EJ said.
“What’s she doing here?” Colton asked. “Are you still talking to her, Andy?”
I didn’t answer. Instead, I hopped on my bike and rode down to meet her. She was wearing flip-flops and ripped jean shorts again, but this time with a navy blue shirt that said “Abercrombie” across it, and a puka shell necklace. She still had her streaked, blonde hair; I guess they’re called “chunky highlights?”
“Hey there,” I said when I got to her.
“Hi, Andy.”
“Would ya like a ride the rest of the way?”
She smiled. “Sure.” She hopped on my back pegs.
That afternoon, Marcus, EJ, and I had talked to her on AIM and invited her to hang out. She said that Kate Sadler wasn’t home that night and that she would most likely swim the following day. So, knowing that she was coming, I went home and put on my sole Abercrombie shirt, my puka shell necklace, and spiked my bangs. Oh, and I put on my Shox after folding my socks in half for the no-show look. And, I spritzed myself four times with Fierce.
She again had on her Hollister perfume, and along with the fruity smell of her hair—brought to you by Garnier Fructis—that slightly blew in my face as we slowly rode back up to EJ’s, my nostrils were on Cloud-Nine. “What have you been up to today?” I asked.
“Oh, nothing. Laid out tanning. Watched TV. Listened to music.”
“Kewl.”
We hadn’t even reached the driveway yet when all the guys started walking down to the street, even Marcus, who’d abandoned his crutches, and Brennan, who was strapping up his protective gloves. Kaitlyn followed, but at a distance.
What the hell? What are they doing?
Were they all coming down to greet her, and were they doing it on purpose to embarrass me? I was annoyed until EJ nodded his head down the street behind me. “Look,” he said.
I stopped the bike and turned around. In the middle of the street, outside Phoenix’s house, the four of them stood. They were all standing the same way, with their hands clasped together and hanging down in front of them. They were mean-mugging us. They must have seen Monica walking up and known where she was going.
“Sorry, Monica. Can you give us a second?” I asked.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. We’re just gonna see what they want.”
“Okay? Don’t get in a fight. They aren’t worth it.”
I threw my bike down into the grass right by the curb and then the six of us walked down the street—EJ, Colton, Connor, Brennan, Marcus, and I.
Just like Brennan, I had had enough. They were constantly terrorizing the neighborhood when all we wanted to do was get on with our lives. They just wouldn’t stop! Even after Brennan’s confrontation, they didn’t stop. And for what? Why did they care to beat us down so much? We weren’t battling for turf or anything. Couldn’t they just let bygones be bygones?
We stopped about fifteen yards away.
No one said anything for an extended period of time. We just looked at each other—snarled at each other.
Finally, I asked. “Shouldn’t you be inside, shitsmear? Wouldn’t want you caught outside while grounded.”
“Parents aren’t home.”
“You know you’re outnumbered, right?”
“One cripple and one baby? I’m sure we can make do.”
As we stood there, everyone clinching their fists and awaiting the first move, it may have been my imagination, but the cicadas seemed to no longer be singing, nor the birds. It was just us under the setting sun.
“So, this is it, huh?” I asked.
“Yeah…I suppose it is,” Phoenix answered.
All four of them started stepping forward. We six did the same. There was a small running start, wind-ups on both sides, and then the brawl commenced.
I ducked Phoenix’s first haymaker, then threw one of my own. It also missed. We both backed up again, squaring off, and waited for the other to strike. All around us were other skirmishes. Colton had just tackled Zander. Carlos was in a wrestler’s stance against EJ and Connor, and Tanner was exchanging blows with Marcus and Brennan. Brennan was mainly just being a pest and keeping Tanner preoccupied, while Marcus delivered the strikes. 
But that was the last I saw of what was going on around me, because then Phoenix struck. He feinted me with a raise of his elbow for a jab, but then came with a cross. I tried to move in time, but he got me in the shoulder, knocking me off balance. I fell to the ground on my right knee and shin, ripping open the wound once again. The slice from the gear had healed a decent amount over the week, even with all the chlorine from the pool getting into it. But that healing progress was completely lost.
While I was low, I went in to tackle him. I grabbed my arms around his waist and then with my left started hitting him in the ribs. He stayed upright, though, moving backward as I tried to plow forward. Eventually, he flung me off him and into the front yard of his neighbor’s house.
He walked up slowly; I was backing up slowly, arms raised. When he got closer, he raised his again.
The adrenaline had dumped like a dump truck. I was breathing way heavier than normal. It was just like the first couple of plays of a football game. You do all the conditioning in the world for these games, yet your adrenaline is so high during those first several plays, because the stakes are much higher than during practice. You suck in air as if you’d just run forty, forty-yard dashes in a row.
By the time we got close enough to each other, we both just started letting them fly. No form. No aim. Just hopes and dreams. Several of ours connected—he got me in the ribs, I got him in the collarbone.
He then backed away from me, where I took my opportunity again. I went in for the tackle. This time, he wasn’t ready. We went to the ground, rolling over each other and throwing whatever we could. He tried a headlock; I weaseled out of it. I tried a headlock; he kicked and squealed out of it.
One last time, we got to our feet and squared off. We were both panting like dogs; our clothes were grass-stained. I could feel stinging in isolated areas. He had a slight gash on forehead.
We each stepped forward, arms raised. I threw a haymaker with my left. He threw one with his left.
Then all went black.






  
  
I was standing in front of, and looking at, a chalkboard. It opened up into a black hole. I stepped through it and fell down for a long time. How long, I don’t know. I almost hit the ground with a thud, but then stopped short. 
From there, I was given the choice of which animal I wanted to be. Out of all the choices, I picked a rabbit, but then got mad at myself because I could have been a wolf. I wish I’d chosen that route even more when I saw other animorph-type people around me practicing Kung Fu; they were using their special characteristics of the animals that they’d become. The funny thing was, none of these animals were the Five Animals of Kung Fu.
One person was a platypus. Another was a honey badger. Another was a flamingo. There was even a giraffe.
I was about ready to join in the action and learn me some Kung Fu like Neo, when a girl came up to me with two random, remote things. She said that they were gadget bombs like 007.
Looking at them and tinkering with them to see how they worked, I hit a button on one and a beeping countdown started. Instead of chucking it as far as I could, I lightly tossed it across the area I was in. It blew up, and all I saw was white.
Then I heard my name being called.

      [image: ]“Andy! Andy! Wake up! Wake up!”
My ears were ringing and I could see only a white fuzz. It was subsiding, but slowly. I could see the outline and shadow of what I guessed was Marcus, but wasn’t sure.
“Are you good? Are you good?” he asked. He shook me. He was coming into vision like a camera adjusting focus.
“W-what—”
“They ran. Your friend Kaitlyn grabbed Colton’s older sister, I guess, who grabbed their dad. As soon as he started walking down this way, the three others scattered.”
Sure enough, over Marcus’s shoulder, I saw Michael Brown talking to Colton, inspecting him at the same time; he had his hand on Colton’s chin and was turning his head. Krista was standing right beside them.
“What about…” I squinted at the throbbing in my head. “...What about Phoenix?”
“Oh, him? He’s right there.”
Sure enough, he was right where I’d hit him. At least I thought I did. And he was just coming back to consciousness, as well. 
“Did I…?”
Marcus laughed. “Yeah, cuh. You got him, too. y’all knocked each other out!”
Everyone started to gather around me, including Mr. Brown. “Andrew, are you alright?” he asked.
I got to my feet, grunting with the movement. “Yeah, I’m…I’m good.”
He then went over to Phoenix and didn’t even wait for him to fully get his wits about him. He laid into him, giving him the business. It started with threats about how he was incredibly close to ending up in juvie and how he wouldn’t be more pleased to see that. He then said if he saw him up our way, especially if he got close to Colton or Krista, that he would arrest him himself.
God, I would love to see that, I thought.
By this time, all the parents had come running down the street to check on us; word had gotten around fast. “Andy! Are you okay?” my mom asked—right behind her my dad.
“Yeah, yeah. I’m fine, I’m fine.”
My dad went up to Mr. Brown, who was still hovering over Phoenix, who was sitting with his arms wrapped around his legs. Mr. Brown filled my dad in on what he knew and how everything had kicked off. That’s when Mr. Brown got a phone call. From what I gathered, it was one of his police friends who was on duty and on his way to the street.
I’d come to find out later that Mr. Brown’s friend had waited there until Phoenix’s parents got back from their anniversary dinner, which had to be cut short due to a phone call from Mr. Brown. They’d gone somewhere nice on The Plaza—McCormick and Schmick’s, I think—and had told Phoenix ad nauseam to stay inside and stay away from us. He clearly hadn’t listened.
“Are you okay?” Monica asked—I kind of forgot she was there—as I started limping back up the street. My leg was bleeding again, as was my right eyebrow from Phoenix’s hit. It was swelling, too.
“Yeah, I’m okay. Thanks. Sorry about that.”
“That was really scary. I had no idea what was going on. I thought you were dead or something.”
Not helping! 
That’s just not something you say in front of a mother. I gave Monica a side-eye look, but held no grudge.
“I’m okay,” I said again. “It was just a punch.”
Instead of following us all the way back up the street, Monica turned around for home. We’d agreed to get online and chat later that evening, but was that even in my foreseeable future, or was that a hollow promise? Were my parents going to ground me, then go out, buy some chalk and a chalkboard, and make me write “I promise I will not fight” on it a hundred times a day for the next year?
When Marcus and I got back to my house, I half expected my parents to immediately call his to come pick him up so I could start my detention. Instead, none of that was in the cards—just some ice on my face, a Buzz Lightyear bandaid, and some Zebra Cakes.
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“Lawrence, what’s the last day of high school like?” 
I had eighth grade coming up. There would be a last day of school and graduation for that, but for whatever reason, I was more curious about being a senior in high school.
“Why do you want to know that?” he sort of chuckled.
“I don’t know, just curious.”
“Well…technically, seniors get off several weeks earlier than everyone else. Don’t ask me why. But those last weeks before that, everyone has ‘senioritis.’ No one really does schoolwork anymore, and the teachers know it. They kind of give us slack.”
“What about graduation? Are people sad because of going off to college?”
“Oh, hell yeah. Whenever that Vitamin C song would come on, the girls would start bawling.”
“Do you still see your friends from high school—the ones that went to a different college?”
“Not all of them, but most. We’ve hung out this summer on the weekends. If you’re worried about losing friends, don’t be. The ones that mean the most will stay close, no matter what. And where some friends may disappear or grow apart from you, a new one will take their place. It’s a part of life.”
It was the last day of camp. The last two weeks had gone by in a blur, and now we were all getting close to saying our goodbyes. The day had started off with a slip-n-slide, where we tore up every part of our body when the end of the plastic met the grass. One kid even broke out in some hives. A little bit of kids’ Benadryl took care of it.
But after that, the mood turned somber. Not only because the end of camp symbolized the end of summer, which symbolized going back to school, but also because we were saying goodbye to new friends.
Lunch was quiet, with the only noise being from the birds who I swear were singing “Bittersweet Symphony.”
Luckily, like good ole yearbooks, we were all given a t-shirt and different colored markers. Inside jokes, phone numbers, emails, AIM screen names, and more were written on these t-shirts as a remembrance and as a way of contact.
I still have that shirt to this day.
And when it finally came time to say goodbye, when EJ’s parents came driving up the hill one last time, the two of us went around to those left under Shelter 2 and gave them all hugs.
“Andy,” Chrissy said with a smile, but with a slight bit of sorrow. “We’ve been through a lot, and we had our moments, but you’re a good dude. Shame we won’t have you around next year. We’ll miss you.”
“Sorry…sorry for being a pain in the ‘you-know-what’,” I said.
“All is forgiven. Now, go grow up and be somebody.”
Hugs to Sam and Billy were short and sweet. Lester’s was even shorter. I would not miss that smell.
But when I got to Lawrence, it was a little more…emotional. I didn’t cry or shed a tear or anything, but despite being the one that had to tell EJ’s parents about our stupid game, he’d taught me a lot over the summer. He became my friend. Even with the age difference, he became my friend.
I gave him a long hug, and when EJ and I turned around to walk back and get our bags, he said, in his best Arnold accent, “See ya around, idiots.”
The counselors and the other kids laughed.
“See ya around, idiot,” both EJ and I said, laughing. 
We went back to our table, the table that we’d called our own for ten weeks.
“Welp, this is it, Danny.” That was sort of the truth. I don’t think he knew his home phone number, and I don’t think his parents were allowing him to get an AIM yet. 
He started unzipping his backpack.
When he reached inside, he pulled out a full box of Zebra Cakes. “I just…” he said, in a really low, nervous, and high-pitched voice. I was taken aback. Not only by the gesture, but because it was only the second time I’d actually heard him speak. “I just want to say fank you fo being my fwiend.”
That touched my heart.
“Danny, I can’t take these,” I said.
“Yes, you can.”
“At least take some of them.”
He shook his head and insisted that I take them.
“Thank you, Danny. Thank you.”
I set the box down, and in return, took off my puka necklace. When he tried to stop me, I said that I’d just get another. I helped him put it on and then he gave me a big hug.
“Stay strong, man. Don’t let those bullies bully you around again.”
He nodded and smiled, flexing his noodle arm at the same time. I laughed and ruffled his hair.
“We’ll see each other again someday, I’m sure,” I said, but of course, I had no way of knowing that. Maybe if he went there again the following year, and so did EJ, then maybe we could link up again.
We hugged one more time.
Last was Marcus. It was short and sweet as well. We “dapped up” and he only had one thing to say. “See ya in class, jabroni.”
“See ya in class, jabroni.”
And then EJ and I walked up the hill. When we started to pull out of the parking lot, like all of my times leaving Colorado, I looked into the rearview until I could no longer see the shelter.
That was the last time I saw it in person.

      [image: ]“I don’t want to be it first!” Colton cried. “Why do I have to be it?”
“Just do it, Colton,” Krista said. After the breakup and falling out with Phoenix, she’d started hanging out with us more.
“No! Why doesn’t EJ be it?”
“Because I’ve already been first before,” EJ defended.
“When?!”
“I don’t know. But I have and you haven’t.”
The sun had just set, with only a vibrant orange on the western horizon. The bagpiper was playing again—we hadn’t heard him in awhile—and he was putting us once again into the Scottish Highlands.
The hair gel had been passed around, with all the guys spiking up their bangs. Only Kaitlyn and Krista, with their long hair, remained unaffiliated. I don’t think they were too jealous. 
When I looked from Connor to Brennan to Colton to EJ, I couldn’t help but crack a smile and chuckle. I chuckled at EJ and me’s attempt at trying frosted tips, only for our hair to bleach out anyway. I chuckled at the fireworks night that almost turned into a disaster (HOA never found out it was us, and cops never came to my door). And I chuckled as I looked down at Phoenix’s house, knowing that he was locked away in a dungeon or cupboard under the stairs.
I just finished tying my Shox tight and felt the energy rush through me again.
The game was flashlight tag, the “Game of All Games.”
“Just do it, Colton!” I was getting annoyed. “I volunteered last time. The least you could do is—”
“One-hundred! Ninety-nine! Ninety-eight!”
And off into the darkness we went.
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“Phoenix was sent off to military boarding school shortly after our fight,” I tell the elderly couple. It’s now evening—about seven-thirty—and we’re still out on the back deck talking. The chips and salsa are basically gone, and the limeade went down like water. 
“I never heard from him again,” I continue. “His parents ended up moving out of the house at the end of the year. The rest of the End of the Street Boyz never bothered us again; without their leader, they called a truce. And Brennan got his new iPod that same weekend of the fight.
“Not only was that game of flashlight tag the last game we all played together, but it was also one of the last times all of us on the street hung out together. High school will do that to ya, as I’m sure you two are aware. I still keep in contact with EJ and Marcus—they’re two of my closest friends—but the others have all grown into adults out there in the world somewhere.
“We had no idea how good we had it in the late 90s and early 2000s. And 2003 was sort of the last of it. Sure, for us millennials, high school in the mid-2000s had its memories, as did those wild college days in the late 2000s and early 2010s. But looking back now, there was just something so…special…about those years from like 1997 to 2003. It was the Golden Age for us. The timeframe us millennials as adults would end up coveting was breathing its last breath. There were only so many more bike rides to have, walkie-talkies to use, summer camps to go to, Ferbies to destroy, Gogurts to slurp, Ebaumsworld videos to watch and games to play, socks to fold under, HitClips to listen to, and computers to destroy with Limewire. Eventually, even AOL Instant Messenger would slam its door on us for the last time.” I pause—realize I just rattled off a ton of random things. “Shit, I’m rambling now. Sorry. I’ll stop.”
“No, please. Keep going,” the woman says.
“No, that’s really it. I’ve been at this, what? Three hours? Four? By now you know me inside out.”
They both laugh. “Hardly!” the woman says. “But Andy—I can call you ‘Andy,’ right?”
“Of course.”
“I can tell this period in your life really made an impact on you. You talk about it with such passion. I mean, obviously coming back to your old neighborhood and sitting on your old back deck will elicit these emotions and memories in you. But I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve reminisced about these things quite a bit before. The world is a wild place right now, and what better way to escape it than to fly back to the past?” She looked at her husband. “Honey, isn’t it just fascinating the history that happened right here? We would have never in a million years thought that something went down quite like this on our street. When they say ‘if only the walls could talk,’ they mean it.”
We talk a little while longer before it’s time for me to get on my way. As much as it feels weird leaving my house, it’s time. It’s time for me to go be somebody.
I say goodbye to the couple and thank them for letting me into my old house and letting me tell my long-winded story. We exchange numbers and promise to catch up again soon. I say goodbye to 45th Street—to EJ’s, to Colton’s, to Brennan’s, and even to Phoenix’s. I would come back another time to say hi to the Jacobsons.
And unlike in the summer of 2003, I can take a left at the T-intersection by Phoenix’s old house. It was like that before I graduated high school, and we moved out, but it’s still a dead end in my eyes.
At a stop sign, with no one behind me, instead of connecting my phone via Bluetooth to my car stereo, I open my binder with CDs. I flip to the back where I have all my old burned ones and pop Word of Mouf in. Surprisingly, it doesn’t skip at all. Remember when we used to put toothpaste on scratched CDs because someone on MySpace had tried it and said it worked flawlessly? Please don’t tell me that I was the only one.
I turn to track eight, “Growing Pains,” and get lost in the golden hour. I roll down my windows again, letting the breeze flow through, and head for the park.
As I exit my old subdivision and look at all the beautiful homes, I think about how stupid it was that at thirteen I was too worried about winning capture the flag and flashlight tag, when I should have been paying attention to mortgage interest rates and house shopping. By fourteen I should have been married, with a white picket fence, a dog named Phoenix, and a fantastic paying job at Goldman Sachs. Instead, I was prank-calling people with Arnold Schwarzenegger soundboards.
Fifty-five is the speed limit on the parkway; I will always remember it. One time, in my 1998 Toyota Corolla, I passed a Lamborghini on it. He was going fifty-five, and I was going sixty. Only time I can say I raced one and beat it.
I turn off the parkway and get to the back entrance to the park shortly after. The depressed and cracked bridge over the creek is no more; a sturdy and recently paved one is there instead. 
Through the park, by Shelter 12, and up the hill. I’m half expecting two yellow school buses to be up there and other kids being dropped off by their parents. I’m sad that I see there isn’t another car in the parking lot.
It’s just me.
I walk down to the shelter and look around. Just like entering my old house, I have visions—memories—flash before my eyes. I smile a sad smile. As the old saying goes, “Don’t cry because it’s over, smile because it happened.”
I grab a table and slide it over to roughly the same spot we had ours. Then I sit on it and overlook the pond down below as the setting sun shines and shimmers brilliantly off it. 
Nostalgia. What does it mean to you?






  
  
As an independent/self-published author, it isn't always easy being seen amongst the millions of traditionally published books on the market at any give time. 
If you would be so kind as to take ten seconds out of your day to leave an honest review on Amazon and/or Goodreads, that would greatly help in getting my book discovered by more readers. It would mean the world to me.
Much love,
AJK







  
  
I'd first like to thank my family for their continued support on this writing venture of mine. I never expected to be a writer, but five books in, it seems I've somewhat taken this path. My family has been with me every step of the way. 
I'd next like to thank my friends that I grew up with and the experiences I had with them. Couldn't ask for better times nor better people to do it with.
Next are the parents of my friends. Thanks for putting up with us and all of the stupid shit we did; I'm sure there were multiple moments when you shook your head at us and questioned our I.Q.
Then, I'd like to thank you, the reader. There's a reason why you grabbed this book, and I'm very thankful for that. I do hope that you had fun and nostalgic ride to get here.
Finally, I'd like to thank the 1990s and 2000s for raising me in a time when computer technology and cell phones were still in their infancy. A time when Saturday morning cartoons were still a thing. A time of boy bands and pop music. A time of bruises and scrapes and broken bones due to an ill-planned skateboard or bike jump.
A time of innocence for we millennials. 






  
  
Alexander “Alex” J. Kirkland is an award-winning writer and author based in Kansas City. He was nominated for Best Local Author in The Kansas City Pitch for his debut memoir, Wolves of Hemp Street, and was a finalist for Best Memoir/Autobiography for Feathered Quill's Book Award for his memoir, When Obstacles Limit Freedom.
He has also been featured in Westword Magazine and Canvas Rebel, and has written for the western magazine, Buckaroo.




Check out all of his other work at:

https://alexanderjkirkland.com
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