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Kudzu is the name of a nasty weed that grows like crazy down these parts. I’ve seen a whole house get covered over by the green vines in the space of one wet summer, until it looks like it’s a habitat more suitable for hobbits than humans.

Kudzu’s also the name of the town that I’ve lived in my whole life. I don’t think the people who named the town meant for you to think it was nasty, but I think they did hope it would grow like crazy. It didn’t. But that’s okay. Daddy says, “More people, more problems” whenever he explains how he got a notion to move to this puny town, nearby to nowhere special.

My name is Pete Larson, but everybody calls me Liar. They don’t mean no harm by it, it’s just a plain fact that I am the finest truth bender in all of Dixon County. And not little weeny white lies. Big fat whopper ones that make people forget the question they asked in the first place. No shame in it. People in Kudzu appreciate a good story; it keeps things interesting.

This story I’m going to tell now, it’s a good one.

It mostly happened last summer, when I just turned twelve. Dixon County schools get out in the middle of May. By then it’s too hot to do many educationally worthwhile things anyway. In truth, I think by April us kids give up learning anything that’ll stick. For proof you just have to look at last year’s science fair. This was the big-deal final chance for extra credit, and other than Bobby Ray Dobbs—and he’s a freak—nobody barely bothered. There was stuff like baking soda volcanoes, a clock made with wires stabbed into a moldy potato, and celery soaking up purple food coloring. I’ve seen more interesting scientific exhibits smashed dead by the side of the road. Which is why I pinned half of a skunk to poster board for my project. Probably because it was the smelly half, I think my project did more harm than good as it applied to my final grade. But at that point I didn’t even care. There was just a week left and we were free. Spring fever had turned to summer fever, which is similar but with more humidity and bigger bugs.

Just when the class was fully coasting and counting the days, something highly peculiar happened: A new kid started at school. Technically it was a new girl, but the important point was that she started our homeroom with a week left to go. It was just unusual. Her name was Justine Henry and her daddy was military, which might have explained things, because people from the base seem to be particular about rules. They don’t appreciate a good lie; I can tell you that from experience.

This one time I rode my bike thirteen miles over there because I’d heard they had a store that sold Hershey bars for a quarter, and I wanted to see for myself. I could see the store on the other side of the fence, and I could see ladies coming out with grocery bags heavy-full of what I figured to be twenty-five-cent candies. But no matter how many times I told the guard at the outside that my mom was in there and she had my base identification card, he would not let me past his little orange gate. And it wasn’t like I wasn’t convincing; I even squeezed out a single tear, which is generally a deal-closer, but not that time.

This girl, Justine, sat next to me, but that’s not the reason I mention her. The reason I bring her up is because this story is about her as much as anybody else.

She smiled a little and said “I’m Justine,” like she was being polite but not overly friendly or anything.

I was at a critical point, folding my last geometry test into a paper football, so I just nodded back a little and answered her with, “Liar.” At this she kind of made a pinched-up face, which at first I didn’t understand, until Kelly Stone behind me spoke up and said that it wasn’t an insult on her but what people called me. I don’t think this explanation fully satisfied her, but by that point Miss Ballast was calling roll, and I guess the damage was done.

I regretted that sour first impression, because in good truth, Justine was that rare girl who could actually be called “pretty” without attaching a “but” on the end. As in “pretty but she has horse teeth,” or “pretty but dumb as a box of chalk.” For one reason or another there were a lot of compromises in the looks department with the kids I’d grown up with, but Justine may have been perfect. At least that was my first impression of her.

For most of the year the walk home from school is not so bad. It might be a mile, but most of it cuts through town, and Jackson’s store is at the halfway point, so there’s always stopping for a Coke or comics. Then it’s a long processional down Main, with the canopy elm trees shading over you. People sit in old rockers on deep front porches and follow you with their eyes as you pass, to make sure you don’t do nothing funny.

But this day, with summer coming on hot, was different. The memory of that look from Justine kind of haunted me. I wished I had a time machine so I could go back and play things different. Who knew that being honest about my own name could get me into trouble that way? I decided I had four more school days to fix things between me and her, and it had better work, because otherwise she’d be back at the base all summer and by fall that first impression of old Liar would have hardened like dog poop in the sun.

Like my daddy, Momma is originally from New York City. Up there, until I was born, she was a lawyer of a type that doesn’t go into courthouses or anything. Now she bakes pies, pretty good ones too. For some reason she sells them to people back in NYC for upward of thirty-five dollars-for one pie, no lie. It seems that people up east have more money for pie than some people down here have for whole suppers. Momma says that people will pay a premium for honest Southern cooking. I guess people will pay for just about anything really, if you know how to talk them into it. Momma has a website that does that job for her. Her pies look better than real on that website.

Daddy works one town over at the college. He teaches creative writing and edits a magazine called Southern Poetry Quarterly. I’ve thumbed through a few issues and noticed that the works within are suspiciously light on rhyme, not to mention reason. Once he did a whole issue on the theme of kudzu—the weed, not our town. It was no better or worse than any of the others, but it did have a pretty cool cover picture of one of them hobbit houses.

I would have liked to run over the Justine problem with either of them, but I knew from experience that this would be a mistake. Our house has a room that you could almost call a library. Two of the walls are from top to bottom bookshelves. One whole shelf is nothing but books about raising perfect children. Not that I ever met any, but I suppose these books have worked for somebody somewhere. Maybe kids in New York.

Since I’m the only minor in the house, every piece of advice in these books, most of it bad, from my view, gets tried out on me. If I should mention to Daddy that, say, I’m having nightmares—not that I do more than normal, but just for the sake of example—this is what would happen: He would stall me with dumb questions, and I’d hear Momma in the book room, frantically leafing through volume after crackpot volume, looking for just the perfect stupid solution. Sometimes I think they’re a little disappointed that I came out so regular. Other than the lying, of course.

I can only imagine the fun they’d have if they could get their hands on Bobby Ray Dobbs. First of all, the kid’s a science genius, and there are all kinds of programs that faculty kids can take advantage of at the college if they’re motivated. Which I’m not, but Bobby Ray would be. So there’s that. But even better, from the bookshelf perspective, Bobby Ray is one sick pup. His desk is stuffed with those little wetnaps in the foil packets that you can get at the Waffle House. He’s constantly got his hands in there, peeling one open superslow so no one will notice. Except everyone does. Even with his wetnap routine, he still has to go to the boys’ room to wash his hands about a hundred times a day. Somebody must have worked out a deal for him, because if that was me, there would be a parent conference on tap, no doubt. And the clean hands are just the beginning of the Bobby Ray weirdness list. Another thing is that he always has to walk the same certain route to his desk from the classroom door, which might not have been so noticeable if not for the hand-washing frequency. Funny thing is, you’d think a science genius would be all over that “shortest distance between two points” jazz, but for reasons that no one can figure out, Bobby Ray’s classroom commute is best described as a figure 88.

Still, even though I am no Bobby Ray Dobbs, I could just picture the frenzy that would be whipped if I casually mentioned at supper that I thought the new girl was pretty. I decided to save the folks the book money by keeping it to myself.

Supper that night was another tofu dish. Momma lets me eat pretty much anything I feel like for breakfast and lunch, but she’s in charge of me eating “one good meal” a day. As if anyone could call boiled soybean curd good, but Momma does. I figure it’s the price I have to pay to be able to have Cap’n Crunch or Pop-Tarts for breakfast.

You can’t really buy tofu in Kudzu, but Momma trades pies for it from somebody in California. They say tofu can taste like anything, but it’s pretty poor at imitating a smoky rack of baby back ribs. Sometimes when Momma is visiting Gram Lois, Daddy will take me to Mr. Black’s Rib Shack out on the highway, and we will purify ourselves of Momma’s vegetarian suppers. Not that they’re as wholly bad as they sound, but ribs are better. One time Momma found a wetnap from Mr. Black’s in my jeans. I told her Bobby Ray gave it to me. I think she might have believed me.

It’s a perplexing position, I would imagine, being the folks of a boy called Liar. Sometimes when they think I’m bluffing them, I’m seriously not. Keeps them on their toes, I suppose.
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When I went to bed, I couldn’t sleep and wasn’t exactly sure why. Momma had washed my sheets that day, and usually that mountain-fresh Tide smell lulls me right off. But that night I lay wide awake and thought of a million different things. Did mountains really smell that fresh? I was pretty sure they didn’t. After all, there was a lot of wildlife in the mountains, and I imagined that the bears alone …

Other thoughts pushed in. The night seemed to be getting hotter by the minute. Outside, the crickets and locusts were tuning up to full summer volume. It would be a feast for the nighthawks. But even they had turned in by now.

A train clanged through town. It’s always kind of a sad sound, when the whistle blows, but that night for some reason it seemed even sadder to me. When I was little, I used to pretend that it was a circus train when I’d hear that whistle and chug. I pictured it full up with pachyderms and carnivores and clowns, their heads sticking out all over like in the Little Golden Books. Really it was loaded with car parts from Japan and tanks full of chemicals that could wipe out half of Kudzu if it ever went off the rails, according to Momma, who frequently worried about things like that. On that night, the one when I couldn’t sleep, I thought a lot about that train derailing and people running for their lives from a purple killer cloud. I didn’t know if a chemical cloud would really be purple, but in my mind it was, and that was good enough.

When the train finally passed, and the clowns and clouds started to fade, a whip-poor-will took a shift keeping me awake. He was loud and close. His call sounded like “Don’t go to SLEEP … Don’t go to SLEEP … Don’t go to SLEEP …” I knew enough about birds to know what he was really saying, though. He needed a girlfriend, and he was going to just keep yelling until he found one. I never thought I needed a girlfriend, but that night I felt like that pathetic dumb bird.

It all came down to Justine. No matter what else I tried to think about, it kept coming back to that look on her face when I’d called myself Liar. Was every night going to be like this from now on? It was crazy. If someone had told me the day before that I’d spend the night thinking about a girl, I would have said that person was nuts. But there was no getting around it now; I had to make Justine like me. Or at least not hate me.

I knew I needed to fall back on my best skills, which meant some serious truth twisting was in order. But I knew one of my spur of the moment lies wouldn’t be good enough. What this called for was a plan. I was good at making plans. Usually it involved something like turning a refrigerator box into an all-terrain vehicle, so this girl thing was new territory. There were almost too many possibilities. I could do something lame like pick her a bunch of wildflowers and leave them on her desk with a note signed, “Mr. Mystery.” Or I could do something lamer still, like find out her favorite singer and call his people and tell them I had some incurable kid disease but that an autographed copy of his new CD might make me miraculously better. I could find out where her family was going on vacation, and then talk my folks into going to the same place, so we’d run into each other in a strange town. I’d be a friendly face, so she’d have to talk to me and get to know the real Liar.

More plans presented themselves for my approval, and more plans didn’t seem quite right. Finally, just before I dozed, I was sure I had the perfect plan, and I fell asleep happy.
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The next morning the whole plan, the whole bulletproof perfect scheme, was gone.

Gone from my head like it had never even been there. All my best ideas seem to get crystal clear just before I go to sleep, and then are just vapor in the morning.

I woke up late and panicked. As I pulled on my jeans and toasted my blueberry Pop-Tart, I tried to reconstruct the plan, but it was useless. Whatever I had come up with late at night was forgotten on this muggy morning, and I had to face her, Justine, unprepared. Momma thought that my eyes had dark circles, and she felt my cheek with the back of her hand. Under any other circumstances, this would have been an occasion to fake a cough and force a thermometer into the hot berry filling of my Pop-Tart, but there was no time for fake-outs today. Summer was coming, and time was of the essence.

Dog tired, I dragged myself to school. I honestly don’t know how some people get by on less than eight hours’ sleep. My life requires a certain amount of energy, and that day I did not have it. To make matters worse, there’s a regular freight train that crosses my route to school, and if I didn’t pace my walk just right, that train would cut me off, and there would be nothing to do but sit myself on a crashed automobile in the scrap yard and count the boxcars go by. One time there were four engines and seventy-nine cars. I was a full ten minutes late to school on that day. Of course, the truth of my tardiness was uninteresting, so I dressed the story up a little for Miss Ballast’s ears.

I told her that a wild-eyed hobo jumped straight off the morning freight and chased me all through the scrap yard, demanding that I give him body parts. My own, not from the wrecked cars. Eventually, I told Miss Ballast, I’d managed to get into a sideswiped International Harvester and lock the doors, while the hobo howled and beat on the truck with his fists, until blood sprayed on the windshield, hiding his hideous face from me completely. This went on a spell, but there was no denying that the folks at International Harvester make a fine product, even with the side all pushed in. That hobo was no match for American manufacturing superiority. Miss Ballast always seemed to like it when I added in something positive about America, and seeing as how I’d missed the Pledge, I figured this detail would go over especially well. I didn’t think it would hurt, at any rate.
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