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“I’m bored.”

“You’re always bored.”

“I wasn’t bored half a minute ago, but I am now.”

“Then find something productive to do.”

That was the wrong answer, and judging from the look of sudden horror that crossed Peter’s face, he realized it too late. So I rested my head on the table, turning it to face him, knowing for sure that my glasses resting cockeyed on my face because of that position added to my ever-irresistible charm. Well, he said so at one point, anyway, like sometime once upon a time.

I also worship the fact that I was born with dimples. Like deep, fifty-mile-wide craters of cuteness on my cheeks that I can wield with deadly precision. And when I played the cute card, the end was nigh, with mothers being my biggest and easiest victims so far. Dimples equaled Armageddon in motherhood. Older sisters were a completely different species though, like fallopian-tubed golems that would come alive once a month to wreak total destruction on the world. So I played the cute card on my too-serious and too-studious boyfriend who’d just realized that he’d made a big mistake by encouraging me to be, you know, productive. His face drained of blood, he kept his eyes—now wide-eyed and anxious—glued to the open book in front of him.

“I like to be productive,” I said, all smiles and Grand Canyon-deep dimples and crooked glasses and tousled black hair, while resting my head on the table and staring up at him. I think my eyes even sparkled for added effect, but I wasn’t sure. Sometimes, I guess, it was best not to pull out all the stops and keep backup ammunition just in case. “Sex is productive, isn’t it? Can we have sex then?”

“No. Between two boys, the only ‘productive’ thing about it—I mean, the only thing we can produce—is semen.” Then he paused, his scientific mind now whirling and really messing up my horny mojo.

Seriously, I must’ve done something pretty damned shitty in a past life to deserve being sexually frustrated in this one—and as a teenage male, too. Was I, like, a Power Boy-Slut ™ or something five centuries ago? Like a boy-slut spy who brought down an entire army and so on by boinking anything on two legs with a penis?

“Come to think of it, semen makes up half of human productivity, if you know what I mean. So same-sex sex means double the ability for productivity, though it’s all one-sided. Like, all sperm and no eggs anywhere and stuff for full procreation to take place. Am I making any sense?”

“Peter, is this how you’re going to say ‘no’ when we’re finally married, and you’re too tired from superhero work to be slutty with me? You know, like, rationalize my libido till my hormones commit suicide because they can’t stand another second listening to you turn them into a Disney documentary?” The dimples wavered but held on. They were nothing if not determined.

Peter finally glanced at me and cocked an eyebrow, which was his trademark I-must-have-been-stoned-when-I-said-I-love-you look. Too bad for him, it also did nothing but enhance the hotness of his Japanese-British bloodline and make me want to lick the skin off his cheekbones.

“Eric, we’re supposed to be studying,” he said, his voice in a low whisper. “We only have about twenty minutes left before we leave. Why can’t you just buckle down and suffer through the rest of the time like everyone else?”

“Um—everyone else has left for the day, dude,” I replied, raising an arm and pointing blindly behind me while still using the table for a pillow. It wouldn’t have mattered, anyway, where I aimed my index finger, seeing as how we were the only two patrons left in the goddamned library, and Peter was hell-bent on spending each second left to us productively. Jeebus, what the hell was that all about?

Something finally clicked. Peter blinked, the fog of studiousness clearing from his eyes, and he looked around, genuinely shocked. “What? Really? Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” I sighed and sat up, rearranging my glasses on my face and wiping my mouth against my jacket sleeve when Peter wasn’t looking just in case I managed to drool without realizing it. “Oh—like the letter ‘o’—the same ‘o’ that’s the first letter in the word ‘orgasm’. You know, that process that results in lakes of that milky stuff that’s high in potential one-sided productivity.”

Peter snorted as he narrowed his eyes at me, and he closed his book and started gathering his things. “Let’s get something to eat. Obviously that creepy imbalance in your head is affecting your thought process and speech ability again.”

“Ha-ha, very funny, R. Einstein.”

“It’s A. Einstein, you dill weed.”

I glared at him. “No, it’s R. Einstein. ‘R’ for ‘repressed’.”

He nodded, looking unruffled. “This calls for a three-course meal. I’m buying.”

I didn’t argue, seeing as how I was horny as all hell and hungry to boot. He was also rich and spoiled, and I was both poor and jobless. Too bad I’d yet to master multi-tasking because my reality at that moment was reduced to nothing more than the desperate need to dry-hump Peter’s leg while slurping up a ginormous plate of home-cooked spaghetti, but I couldn’t figure out how to make all that work.

So we got our stuff together and left the library, visions of teen nirvana and tomato sauce-laced digestive gas dancing in my head. It was about six P.M., and the only reason why I was still out with my boyfriend on a school night was that we were studying, and Mom had somehow mysteriously become total BFF’s with the librarian. That basically meant that she had a spy in the library, ready to give her the lowdown on whether or not I was really studying or pulling a fast one on her. Not like Mom needed a double agent in the library to make sure I was behaving myself. Peter took care of that babysitting for her, thank you very much, and no amount of manipulation could sway him. We had been in the library since three. I’d been cranking up the charm from the moment we both planted our asses on those chairs, and that dimple trick was supposed to be my coop de gracias. Or something.

I don’t know if being genetically manipulated into being a superhero whose power was hyper speed and strength also meant complete immunity from one’s boyfriend’s allure, but it was a thought that I really didn’t want to explore because the results might cause me to sign up for priesthood for the next twenty lifetimes.

Not that priesthood would help or anything, seeing as how celibacy could do all kinds of weird things to your mind...just ask the Vatican and evangelicals.

We ended up in Wade’s favorite pizzeria, where I sulked my way through a gigantic pizza slice and drink, while Peter yammered on and on about his upcoming birthday and all kinds of things he’d like to do to celebrate—which, by the way, didn’t include hot skanky teenage things with me. There’s no justice in this world, and I want to sue the cosmos. The place was busy, with swarms of people moving around the tables, and the noise level was insane. We could barely keep a conversation going, and if I had my way, we’d be using sign language and just forget about talking. Too bad neither of us knew any of that stuff.

Oh, did I mention that we were also on a tight time schedule? Peter was set to turn into Calais and save Vintage City from the scum of the earth at around 7 P.M., which was one of those complimentary date-night things that superheroes got if they were lucky enough to convince Magnifiman or the mayor or the chief of police or whoever else was supposed to be the good guys’ boss—that would be their parents, I guess—that they needed some time with their significant others.

In my case, it was always something like two hours of study time and one hour of dinner. That piddling one hour could turn out good or bad depending on how the rest of the “date” went. For this one, it was like walking home on a one-way street that was paved with fresh dog poop covered with rusty barbed wire.

“Maybe we should do something together,” I said. I was so hopeful, it was pathetic. “I mean, something outside the actual birthday celebration itself.”

Peter glanced at his watch and then looked back at me. I could tell that his attention was already getting divided between fun and work. The perils of being a superhero and the perils of dating one, I guess. “That sounds great.” Then he asked a question that was swallowed up by the noise around us, and I thought it sounded like “Batten kiddo Ava in a bind?”

“What? Sorry, didn’t catch that!”

“I asked what did you have in mind?”

“Productivity?”

“Huh? You want to do something useful?”

“How many slices of pizza does it take for me to stuff myself to death with?”

“What? Oh, shit. It’s almost seven. What did you say?”

“Can someone just shoot me now?”

Peter fell back in his chair and laughed. It was one of those all-out kinds of laughs that made you helpless and totally out of breath. His face turned red, and he even pinched his eyes closed. For my part, I just slowly gnawed away at my pizza, staring at him with my eyes narrowed.

“Oh, man, I’m so sorry,” he wheezed after a moment, brushing tears away with his sleeve and looking beyond beet-red. He took a massive gulp of his soda and then sighed once he’d calmed down. “I’m sorry, Eric. I just—I tend to laugh away annoying shit. I thought that I’d be used to this gig by now, you know, but once in a while, the pressure builds up too much.”

I nodded and tried to offer him a sympathetic smile. Too bad pizza got caught between my teeth, and using my tongue as dental floss kind of ruined the sympathy effect. I ended up hiding behind my napkin while talking and smiling. “I know what you mean. I usually take it out on my older sister. You can lease her for a weekend or something if you need a psychological punching bag. I’ll even give you a discount.”

“What? Can’t hear you!”

“Never mind. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

He drove me home, and in his car, we at least enjoyed my favorite sport of Olympic Tonsil Sucking. Didn’t quite take the place of being finally—finally—deflowered by my boyfriend, but at least we both got something for our virginal pains, though I wasn’t too thrilled with being stuck with a perpetual boner.

“We’ll have to talk more about what we can do for your birthday,” I said when we pulled apart, feeling proud of the fact that I had the power to totally turn him on, judging from the loopy, red-faced look he was giving me. Though I must admit, I probably looked worse, being horny all afternoon and not having anything to show for it in the end.

He managed to smile at me. “Okay.”

“Be careful while saving the world. Play nice with the other heroes, but fight dirty when you deal with scum.” I leaned forward and gave him another kiss before clambering out of the car.

Once inside my house, I went through the usual meet-and-greet process with the family, which included a peek inside the living room, where Mom and Dad were watching TV, and waving and saying, “Wendy? I’m home!” then running up the stairs to my bedroom and firing up my computer. Liz was out on a movie date with Scanlon. There was a benevolent universal force, after all.

Ever since the Arachnaman incident, I’d been keeping a close eye on that Unofficial Calais Fan Club online. Peter had already alerted me to some creepy obsessed fangirl posting flames and threats on the site’s guestbook. Okay, normally I’d have let that slide and in fact might even have encouraged it. But I mean, come on—when people start writing porny fanfiction about your boyfriend or, worse, draw him in furry porn, you’d be on that site so fast, those stupid fans’ unborn descendants’ heads would be spinning.

The worst thing was that I was pretty sure that I’d met that obsessed fan, even though I never really knew her beyond the fact that we were both helpless victims who were literally caught in Arachnaman’s robot spiders’ web in that retro arcade. Yeah, I was sure it was her. I still remembered the way she looked at Calais when he rescued her and cut her out of the web cocoon.

Oh, and I didn’t forget the “thank you” kiss she gave him before the cops took her out of the crime scene. Then there was also the incident involving her somehow tumbling out of a balcony or window after the heroes’ battle with Arachnaman, and—what a coincidence!—being saved by Calais, who caught her just in time but got hurt in the process. I could picture the look on her face while being held by my superhero boyfriend. I was sure that it wasn’t any different from the look on her face when he rescued her in that retro arcade. All sparkly-eyed and swoony and shit while wrapping her arms around his neck. I really should stop talking about this if I don’t want to give myself a nosebleed.

I took a shower and after dressing up and combing my hair, I checked out the fan site and rolled my eyes at the newest threat she posted on the guestbook: Guess what, bitches! I have friends!

“Yeah, so does every other socially challenged fan brat out there,” I said, huffing, while taking a screenshot of the message. I’d actually created a folder in my computer for this purpose, and I called it “Why My Life Sucks.” I counted the number of other screenshots I’d saved and saw that the people who put together that fan site didn’t know maintenance if it came up to them and bit them in the ass. I mean, seriously? If I owned that site and the guestbook, I’d have banned that girl from posting. Maybe even forward all her threats to the police or the FBI if it helped because I’d managed to save seven screenshots of her craziness, that number would’ve tipped me off as to her creepy-factor levels.

I frowned at the guestbook and analyzed things. Yeah, I can actually do that—you know, analyze. “Maybe she knows how to work her way around any kind of banning system the web site people have. If she’s bragging about having friends, maybe her friends are helping her? Ew. Doubly freaky.”

I wish I were some kind of tech geek, so I could figure out a way of identifying her and tracking her down. I mean, there was only so much that Google Maps could do for me besides showing me where the nearest porn shop was, which I was sure also carried some gay porn. Not that I actually tried to check them out, mind you, but I did accidentally find myself walking down the street where the store was located. Wasn’t that a really amazing coincidence? I thought so. Nice hot pink and red paint job on the outside, by the way. Very subtle. Really made the store blend in with the rest of the buildings around it.

“Hey, you. The gay boy ogling the computer screen,” a voice said, nearly making me fall off my chair in a mass of flailing limbs and a girly scream. “You checking out gay porn again? I really should talk to your parents about online controls.”

I turned around and found a familiar figure crouched on my windowsill. All decked out in shiny dark-dark-brown-almost-black leather with those awesome steampunk goggles was Spirit Wire, who also answered to Althea Horace of the Mystery Machine when in civilian clothes. Well, she did look like Velma in Scooby Doo—only she was black. My best girl buddy in school who turned out to be one of the “lucky” genetically manipulated superheroes whose powers involved electronics and demon possession of computers.

“Dude, you’re going to get me into trouble, hanging out there,” I said, nearly pissing myself. “I can’t afford to be kidnapped for the second time by some smarmy villain who wants to cripple the heroes through me.”

Spirit Wire snorted. I was sure she rolled her eyes behind her goggles, but she at least leaped inside the room and moved away from the window and the rest of the world, where I was sure supervillains were hiding, watching every move the superheroes made. Note to self: tell Mom and Dad that after tonight, no thanks to Spirit Wire, we’d have to find a new home before I got snagged by some supervillain’s stinky, half-literate goons again.

“Whatever,” she said, plopping herself down onto my bed and rolling onto her stomach. She kind of reminded me of a leather bondage sea lion, the way she rested on her elbows and looked around my room through those goggles. All she needed were whiskers and flippers replacing her arms. Then again, sea lions were way cuter and weren’t terrorists to their best friends.

“Why aren’t you out there, sticking your neck out for the good of Vintage City and the rest of humanity, you lazy douche?” I sighed as I marched over to her and grabbed the tattered book she’d just spotted and had begun to examine. “And hands off! That’s my book!”

Still on her stomach, Spirit Wire pointed at the book I held close against my chest. “How the hell did you get a copy of gay porn stories?” she demanded, and my face burst into flames. “How’d you manage that?”

“It was only two bucks at the used bookstore, you dill weed,” I said, quickly moving away and setting the book down next to my computer. “My sister bought it for me when we went there the last time.”

“She bought it for you?”

“Okay, I sneaked the book into the pile of vampire-squid-shapeshifter romances she was going to buy. You should’ve seen the look on the face of the clerk. Come to think of it, you should’ve seen the look on Liz’s face when she was at the checkout counter.”

It was one of those moments when I wanted to kick myself for not bringing a camera with me. Still, Liz turned out to be a real sport about that, though it also meant a full month’s worth of dishwashing duty falling on my shoulders as payment.

I didn’t realize then how dearly a two-dollar porn book would cost me in the Plath household. At least she promised not to tell Mom and Dad, though I was also made to swear never to do it again. That book, by the way, was my pride and joy because it was several steps up from collecting and ogling hot gay ads from those indie papers that Dad brought home from work. Too bad I was only sixteen and now forbidden by the guardian of Tartarus, i.e. Liz, not to touch anything involving naked men, oil, and toys till I was eighteen. With that book being my only source of relief whenever Peter played coy with me, I wouldn’t be surprised if it lasted only a year in my sticky hands—or more like three months, if I were to be really honest with myself.

Spirit Wire shook her head. “I don’t know how boys do it, living with all that pent-up volcanic activity in them.”

“That’s a pretty appropriate metaphor.”

“Let’s not go there, or you’ll put me off my mid-evening snack. Anyway, the rest of the heroes have been tossing around ideas for a surprise party for Calais’s birthday. Whaddaya think? Quit staring at your gay porn, you oversexed pervert!”

I flipped her off and walked to the bed, sitting down on one corner. “I don’t know. I never thought about surprise parties, but it sounds pretty cool. It doesn’t have to be superhero-themed, does it? Because that’s going to be fifty different shades of cheesy.”

“No! Ugh, no! Yikes! It’s bad enough that we’re superheroes. We don’t need to be reminded about being drafted into our jobs during a birthday party,” she retorted, violently shuddering.

“We’ll have to talk about it when we have more time,” I said as I scratched my head. “I can’t think of anything right now.”

“That’s because of all the blood flowing to your crotch.”

“Get your ass back in the mean streets of Vintage, you slacking pile of computer chips! Quit harassing me! Go! Shoo!” I pointed at my computer. “And you could’ve just communicated with me through that, you know, considering how good you’ve become at being a cyber terrorist, not jumping through my window and showing everyone that we know each other!”

Spirit Wire snorted as she stood up and stretched, twisting her upper-body left and right and subjecting me to the horrible sounds of cracking joints. “Yeah, yeah, I’m going. My break time’s over. I happened to be in the neighborhood after helping cops bust a local credit card thief, and possessing your computer would’ve been a waste of time.” She paused, placing a hand behind one ear and leaning in my direction. “What was that? Did I just hear you say thank you for helping keep humanity safe from one more scumbag? Gee, you’re so welcome! I love the gratitude of this community!”

I rolled my eyes and waved her away. “Bye, you big diva. Go save the city some more. Then I’ll treat you to ice cream or something.”

“Ha! Like that’s really going to happen. You ain’t got no job, Eric,” she said, clambering up on the window ledge again and crouching there. She kind of reminded me of Catwoman. Only way less hot. “Oh, wait—almost forgot. Here.” She paused and fumbled around her costume. Seriously, I’d absolutely no idea how she hid the stuff, but she managed to produce a small bag of something and then toss it out to me. “Something from hot gay spandex boyfriend. Apparently his mom bought a little bag of blueberry jelly beans for you.”

I caught the bag and stared at it in surprise. “Wow, really? Mrs. Barlow bought this for me?”

“No. I lied. It’s from my mom, who can’t stand blueberry-flavored jellybeans. She thought they’re better off finding a more welcome home in your stomach.” Spirit Wire chuckled. “And your toilet.”

“There’s really no need to mess up a gift by grossing out the recipient,” I said, scowling at her, and she grinned. “Tell your mom thank you and that her daughter’s a real pain in the ass and should have her personality genetically manipulated.”

“Love you, too, Numb Nuts. I’ll cyber haunt your ass later, and we can talk about the party.”

Spirit Wire didn’t wait for an answer. Just like in the movies, she threw herself out the window, her superpowers fired up, and off she went, flying into the night to kick more douchebag butts. She also left me standing next to my bed, frowning at the open window and ignoring my gay porn collection. She’d just struck a nerve.

I needed to get a job. I already knew that for a while now, but with Peter’s birthday coming and my being abysmally poor, I figured that one way of climbing up the ladder in my superhero boyfriend’s life was to land an honest but most likely sewer-level paying job, earn enough to afford something special for him, and then watch him enjoy it, knowing it all came from no one else’s blood, sweat, and tears but mine.

Peter’s birthday was two months away. Ugh. I hate pressure. So I spent the rest of the evening savoring my lovely gay porn book while eating up Mrs. Horace’s leftover blueberry jelly beans. That certainly helped get the edge off frustrated teen boy hormones, especially since I was totally lagging behind on washing my private towel collection, and I couldn’t afford to play with Mr. Happy again till I had something clean to use on my wasted gene pool.
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I figured my family wouldn’t know much about having a gay boyfriend, but since they had a gay son and brother, I hoped they’d have an idea for birthday gifts. So I decided to ask them the following morning.

“You know Peter better than we do, Eric,” Mom said, her face practically blocked from view by the steam coming out of her coffee mug. I wasn’t sure if that steam meant that her coffee was super hot or if her coffee was über caffeinated to the level of poison. I figured it wouldn’t be long before the stuff burned a hole through the mug.

“But he’s a gay teenager like me. Wouldn’t you at least know something appropriate for him?”

Liz eyed me in her usual Hades way from across the table while slathering gobs of butter on her stack of pancakes and then drowning everything in a lake of maple syrup. “Having a gay teenager in this household means nothing,” she said in a dry monotone. “If anything, having you, specifically, as this household’s gay teenager is pretty freaky, and if other gay teenagers out there are like you, I’d say a silver bullet, a mallet, and a stake would be appropriate gifts.”

“Ah, the joys of having older sisters,” I said. “How’d I get so lucky in this lifetime?”

“Karma can be a pretty sadistic douchebag sometimes,” she said, and she grinned. It was that slo-mo Cheshire Cat type of grin that always set my internal alarms off. It was all I could do to hold up my knife and fork in crucifix formation while snarling at her from across the table.

Mom, for some odd reason, didn’t seem to notice that little exchange between us, so there was no use waiting for her to jump in to my rescue. Then again maybe that was how gender wars went; like, women sided with each other against the men, while men slathered oil all over themselves and then writhed, naked, against other guys.

Wow. That wasn’t a bad spontaneous surge of hormones at 7:30 in the morning.

“Speaking of karma,” Mom said from somewhere behind that pillar of steam that continued to rise from her coffee mug, “I’ve been noticing that Liz hasn’t been washing the dishes for a couple of weeks now.”

Like a cartoon, Liz and I both froze in the middle of breakfast. She’d just shoveled a forkful of pancakes into her mouth, and she sat there, all bug-eyed, her cheeks puffed out, and her mouth wrapped around her fork while maple syrup trailed down her chin and dripped onto her plate. As for me, well—I was caught in the middle of chewing, so my jaw was all twisted up, my mouth had taken on the shape of what could only be described as a vowel from the Arabic alphabet, and my eyes watered from the strain of having my face completely contorted.

And like a cartoon, Liz and I first looked at Mom and then rolled our eyeballs to meet each other’s gaze across the table, while the rest of our faces stayed frozen. If anyone had a machine hooked up to our brains at that moment, he’d be able to decipher the mental exchange we had, which would go like this:

Me: I’m fucked.

Liz: Yes, you are.

Me: I’m taking you down with me because you consented to the moral degradation of a minor.

Liz: I hope your adopted children turn out to be Fundamentalists.

“Well?” Mom prodded. Then she blew at her coffee mug, which kind of added to the danger quotient of the moment. For probably two seconds, she was visible to us, her eyes shifting back and forth between me and my sister, one eyebrow cocked.

“Well, what, Mom?” Liz replied before I could unscramble my brain cells. She actually looked pretty blasé, which I thought was pretty impressive. She even shrugged for maximum effect. “He just agreed to do the dishes for a month because, you know, I do him a favor here and there.”

Mom blew at her coffee mug again, and when she was visible for another two seconds, she was staring long and hard at Liz, this time with her eyes narrowed and her eyebrow still cocked. I wouldn’t be surprised if it somehow raised itself out of alignment and was permanently fixed in that position high up on her forehead. Mothers sure have the weirdest facial expressions whenever they try to catch you doing something illegal.

“Mom, he’s unemployed. If I had my way, he’d be paying me in cash.”

I heard the ominous sound of a maternal throat clearing itself from behind the caffeine-laced steam. Then another moment of silence followed, which made me sweat blood because it totally added to the suspense and the growing feeling of foreboding. After drawing the psychological trauma out to probably thirty seconds, Mom finally said, “Liz, you’re grounded for a day, and I don’t care if you’re nineteen. Eric, I want that smut novel in my hands within the next fifteen minutes. Oh, and you’re grounded for a day. Consider yourself lucky you’ve been saved by coffee right now. If I weren’t high on caffeine, you’d be sentenced for a week.”

Fifteen minutes?

As always, Mom channeled the demon world and read my mind. “I’m waiting for you to get over the shock of being caught and to swallow your food before going upstairs for the book.”

Liz and I stared at her, drop-jawed. Holy shit, Mom was good. It sucked like all hell that she was a total Über Mother to the point where she actually knew what happened without even tying us up and torturing us with day-old meatloaf, but I must admit to being impressed speechless by her ESP skills. A night of Bingo was nothing compared to the slasher movie factor of Über Motherhood.

“Mom, I didn’t have a choice!” Liz started to whine, and I sighed heavily as I stood up. “He sneaked that book into my pile just as I was headed for the checkout counter!”

I tuned everyone out just in the nick of time, and while I shuffled off to the stairs, so I could go to my room and dig out my smut book, all I could think of was whether or not people who were turned into stone by cranky old witches or immortals who were on the perpetual rag were considered alive or dead. Like if I were turned into stone, would I be conscious still? Would I be able to hear the world around me or see it through stone eyes? Or would I just be totally inanimate? What if I needed to take a leak? Would I turn into some creepy-ass stone formation that oozed water and have people worship as miraculous? If so, would they build a shrine around me so that believers would travel from all over the world in holy pilgrimages just to watch me pee?

By the time I got tired of pondering existential questions like those, I’d already surrendered my poor battered old book to Mom, who glowered at me while confiscating it.

“It’s not a smut novel, Mom,” I grumbled while taking my seat and sulking. “It’s a smut anthology.”

“Yeah, that makes it all better,” Liz said. She glared daggers at me, and her complexion looked kind of purple, so that her face made me think of a giant bruise with eyes. I guess that should be expected when one was grounded and kept from seeing Scanlon Dorsey for a day.

Hmm. I guess there is justice in this world.

Mom stared at the book’s cover. “Hot Nerds and Hotter Holes, edited by Jakk Aufh. Eric, forget the salvation-by-coffee. You’re grounded for a week.”

“What—a week?”

“You heard me.”

“Mom, I’m sixteen and male,” I said. Or snapped. Okay, it was more like whimpered. Like a newborn kitten with a vocal cord problem. “Be glad that I do my own laundry, especially my bed sheets.”

“We’re so not going there!” Liz cried.

Mom moved her mug aside so that we had a good view of early morning maternal rage. She spared no one with her demon laser beam heat wave things coming from her eyes. She looked at Liz and then me and then Liz and then me...you get the picture. Had she kept that up for another five minutes, I was sure that she’d end up with a couple of roasted children, which she could wrap and freeze till Thanksgiving rolled around. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if she schemed to have us both for dinner that night. Broiled and seasoned juvenile delinquents, served with barbecue sauce made from someone else’s sacrificial child and salad.

I fidgeted in my chair. At that point, the reality of my danger was sinking in. I swallowed and looked as pathetically as I could at Mom. I didn’t even dare break out the dimples. “Mom, I’m sorry,” I said. “It won’t happen again. You’re not going to tell Dad, are you? I swear I’ll stay away from used bookstores till I’m eighteen.”

That seemed to break the spell because Mom gave a little start and blinked, suddenly looking a bit shocked as she swept her gaze across the table. “Where’s your father?” she demanded, and I turned to find Dad’s end of the table still empty. “Was he in the shower when you two came down?”

Liz and I exchanged looks and shook our heads. “Didn’t hear anything, Mom,” Liz said, but not without giving me one last purple-faced glare that would’ve cured my acne if I had it. “It’s kinda late for him, isn’t it?”

Then like magic, Dad appeared at the doorway, looking all fresh and clean and dressed up for work—but also confused and lost. He smiled at us and even nodded before marching over to the kitchen counter and pouring a mug of coffee. Then he shuffled off to take his place at the head of the table, with every one of us staring at him the whole time.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said after a few loud sips of his steaming drink. Seriously, my grandparents should’ve done better with their lessons on table manners when Dad was still a kid. He set his mug down and claimed the remaining eggs and bacon for his own. “I thought I was feeling a little strange, but it went away.” He glanced up and caught me looking at him all bug-eyed and sweating. “You all right, Eric?”

“I’m okay, Dad. I’m more than okay. I’m like all good and ready to face the day, the way you taught me. With, you know, courage and virtue and good morals and stuff...” I actually felt sweat drip off my chin. Since no one ran out of the dining room in a panic, I figured that what came out was ordinary sweat and not blood, though it sure felt like it. I cleared my throat. “I love you, Daddy.”

Dad froze and narrowed his eyes at me. “Eric, you’re grounded.”

What the hell? I let go of my fork and slumped in my chair. “Oh, c’mon, Dad, I’m already grounded! I said that I’ll never set foot in a used bookstore again till I’m eighteen! This isn’t fair!”

It was Dad’s turn to drop his silverware as he gaped at me. “So it’s porn this time?”
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