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  To Yiota
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  Kerry Newsome

  My ignorance of the opposite sex, and of relationships, became apparent when I was eight.

  Kerry Newsome was in the year ahead of me. She was a nine-year-old underachiever with the charm of a fairy-tale stepsister. I had seen her on the playground a number of times, and she had giggled her way through a handful of awkward conversations with me, but I rarely gave her a second thought.

  That all changed during one confusing recess. I was kicking a battered soccer ball around a chalked, concrete playground when one of her friends interrupted me.

  “Kieran!”

  I turned to see Laura Bell hollering at me, anxiously shuffling on her feet as she did so. She beckoned me over and I reluctantly scuttled her way.

  She stood near the boundary of the playground, where a five-foot metallic perimeter shaded a view of the thick woodlands beyond.

  “Kerry wants to see you,” she said with a wink and a smile.

  I made a point of looking around the playground.

  “She’s behind the bike sheds,” Laura inserted.

  I frowned at her, unsure what she was suggesting.

  Her mild manner changed to frustration as I remained standing. “Just go, would you?” she pushed.

  Laura had judging eyes that bore the hallmarks of prepubescent psychopathy and windowed the mind of a future dominatrix. I didn’t want to obey her, but I didn’t want to disappoint her. I found myself following her sternly pointed finger and drifting toward the rear end of the school where a shaded corner housed three bike sheds and an unused, dilapidated janitor’s shed.

  Kerry was waiting by the side of the bike sheds with her hands on her hips, chewing her lips as she surveyed the playground with anticipated disappointment and annoyance.

  She often wore her golden-blonde hair in pigtails, but Peter Armstrong—an effeminate, mini-metrosexual who passed his recesses playing Hopscotch and skipping games with the girls—had spent his morning braiding her golden locks into three long strands that swung pendulously down her back.

  Her hazel eyes twinkled with delight and she ambled toward me.

  “Laura said—”

  Kerry grabbed my hand and quickly turned away, not interested in anything I had to say.

  “Where are we going?” I asked, careful not to trip over the heels of her scuffed black shoes as she pulled me across the playground.

  “Come on,” she urged without explanation.

  The side of the furthest bike shed was bordered by a thicket of outstretched bushes. A thin, wood-chipped alleyway led to the rear of the sheds and a secluded spot used by the older, more delinquent juveniles.

  Cigarette butts littered the ground like a carpet of discarded cancer. I stepped through the slalom of filters—blackened and soggy from the rain—and found a patch of bare mud to rest my tattered sneakers.

  Kerry didn’t seem to mind the ashy assault course. She waded through the butts with tiptoed glee and rested her back against the shed, her hands tucked behind her backside. She eyed me with a sly smile.

  “What do you want?” I asked, wondering why I had followed her this far.

  She giggled, looked away awkwardly, and then exclaimed without lifting her eyes: “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

  I let a smile creep onto my face. I didn’t know she was interested in that—if I had, I wouldn’t have been so reluctant to follow her. This was what my school days were made for after all; this was the reason I became excited at the thought of going to school.

  I looked around to make sure no one was looking—no movement in the bushes, no eyes peeking through the many holes in the back of the shed.

  “Okay,” I said, with a prepare yourself for this inflection.

  I pulled it out and beamed a broad, dimpled smile.

  Slowly, preparing herself for what she was about to see, she lifted her eyes from the ground.

  “What the hell is that?”

  I looked down at my hand. I turned it this way and that, examining the grasped item.

  “What’s wrong with it?” I said, worried. “It’s perfect.”

  She shook her head as she stared at me, disbelief in her eyes. “A soccer sticker?” she spoke slowly.

  “Not just any soccer sticker,” I said proudly. “It’s Andy Cole. Leading Premiership goal scorer, record breaker, signed from—”

  “I’m not interested in bloody soccer!” she spat, annoyed.

  I looked around, visibly aware she had dragged me to the middle of nowhere. “But you said—”

  “I didn’t mean that!” she spat.

  “I have Teddy Sheringham, but it’s nowhere near as—”

  An exasperated sigh stopped me short. “You’re useless!” she said, throwing her hands in the air. She barged forward, knocked me aside, and trudged angrily back toward the playground.

  That’s hardly fair, I thought to myself as I watched her stomp away. I never got to see hers.

  The playground can be a fickle place, and in an instant, Kerry’s affections turned sour. For the rest of the week, she shot cold, despicable glances my way and more than once I heard her giggling with her friends and turned to see their eyes on me.

  I didn’t know what I had done wrong, and my ignorance worked in my favor—less than two weeks passed before Kerry’s affections turned my way again.

  I found her waiting for me outside the school gates one morning. The bell had already rung, the children had already flooded into the building, and I was already late, but that didn’t stop Kerry from waiting for me.

  “Where have you been?” she demanded to know, devilment in her eyes.

  I was breathless, having run the last half mile. “I missed the bus,” I blurted out. I tried to squeeze past her, eager to get into the building, but she stepped in front of me.

  “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

  “Okay,” I nodded and smiled. I waited in the momentary silence and then tried to duck past her, but she blocked me again.

  “I’m late because of you,” she accused.

  “Well . . . that’s . . . I don’t think—”

  “Stop blabbering!”

  “Sorry,” I hung my head.

  “Come with me,” she ordered.

  “Again?”

  “Kieran!”

  “Sorry.”

  I followed her around to the back of the bike sheds. She had more of a purpose in her step than she had two weeks ago; she practically dragged me through the gap leading to the rear of the sheds and the cigarette graveyard.

  “What is this about?” I wondered.

  She didn’t answer me. Instead she shoved me, the force in her push strong enough to send me sprawling against the wooden facade. A small gasp escaped my lungs as I collided with the solid surface. I opened my mouth to complain, but I stopped when she dove forward and pressed her lips against mine.

  I mumbled an objection, but she didn’t move. Her eyes were closed, her concentration on the kiss.

  The lingering taste of sweet cherry confectionary had stuck to her lips; it pressed into my mouth and I salivated. I had overslept and, as a result, had skipped breakfast. She was making me hungry.

  After a minute which seemed like an eternity, Kerry pulled away from me with a superfluous muaw sound.

  When she smiled, she exposed a small gap between her front two teeth. She was showing that gap to the world now with an ear-to-ear grin. “Well?” she wondered.

  I paused, unsure what to say. I had never kissed a girl before; I had never wanted to. I didn’t even want to now, but it was done. I tried to remember how it went in the movies and on television, but if the screen didn’t fade to black after the kiss then my parents usually pulled me away and told me it was time for bed.

  “Thank you,” I said slowly, gauging her reaction with each syllable.

  The smile stayed on her face fleetingly, fading when she realized that was all I had to say. “Thank you?” she asked, seemingly offended. “Is that it?”

  I didn’t want to tell her the truth—that it had been uncomfortable, sticky, and generally unpleasant—but I felt too awkward to convincingly lie about how good it was.

  “Well?” Her hands were on her hips, the expression of contempt that had blossomed in her during the last two weeks back in her eyes. “Kieran!”

  I licked my lips. “Have you got any more of that candy left? I haven’t eaten all morning, I’m really hungry.”

  I watched fury build on her little face. It crossed over her lips and left them snarled and menacing. It cut to her nose and flared her nostrils as they drew in rapid, annoyed breaths. It passed to her eyes, which burned with a deep ferocity, and it ingrained in her brow, which raised and furrowed.

  She stammered through a number of replies, her head twisting from side to side, her eyes burning into mine and then into the wood behind me. Then she gave up and let out a protracted sigh, her head low.

  Subconsciously, I had covered my privates during her aggressive state. When she calmed down I removed my hands and breathed a sigh of relief.

  “I’ll tell you what,” she said after a moment’s silence, the calm now completely restored. “I’ll give you all I have left,” she produced a half empty pack of candy from her pocket, “if you kiss me again during lunchtime. A longer kiss this time, and you have to enjoy it.”

  I didn’t like those terms, but I didn’t want to upset her any further. We made a deal and I wolfed down the candy before I even made it to the school building. I wiped a mess of sticky cherry residue from my mouth with my sleeve and hurried to my classroom, nearly thirty minutes late.

  I had hoped to slip in unseen, but the class was silent and in the process of reading. All eyes, including those of my teacher, turned to me.

  “You are tardy, Mr. McCall,” Miss Henderson said, looking up from the copy of Robinson Crusoe she had been reading aloud.

  “Thank you,” I beamed proudly.

  “It means late.”

  “Oh. Sorry.”

  “Sit down.”

  “Sorry.”

  “And stop apologizing.”

  “Sor—okay.”

  I sat down with an apologetic sigh and held my breath until Miss Henderson started reading again.

  Sitting next to me, pretending to follow the words in the book, was my best friend Maximilian Chester House, a child whose name held more potential than his intelligence or personality. His father called him the MC, while our teacher likened him to a brand of coffee, and my father often said he was an idiot with a smart man’s name.

  Our parents had been friends for years; we lived three houses down from each other, were born within two weeks of each other, and obviously went to the same school. He was a friend of convenience, and the best friend I had.

  “Where were you?” Max whispered.

  “Me? Where were you?” I demanded, checking to make sure our teacher hadn’t heard my outburst. “You said you’d come and call on me. You were supposed to wake me up for the bus.”

  “I got a ride in. My mom didn’t go to work this morning, so she drove me here.”

  I released an exasperated sigh, my face undoubtedly a picture of disgust. I glared at Max, telepathically forcing my anger and my questions into him. He turned back to his book, ignorant of my mind tricks.

  “Why couldn’t you give me a lift?” I asked, resorting to words.

  Max simply shrugged. “Never thought of it,” he said genuinely.

  “You’re a dick,” I told him.

  “Piss off,” he spat back.

  “I hate you.”

  “I hate you too.”

  “I should never speak to you again.”

  “Fine by me.”

  “Fine!”

  I looked away sheepishly, the final fine had been too loud and our teacher had stopped reading. I quickly buried my head in a nearby book and hid my face until she started again.

  “Do you have anything to eat?” I asked Max, licking the remnants of sugar from my lips. The sweet treat hadn’t sated my hunger—if anything, it made it worse.

  “I thought you weren’t talking to me.”

  “Don’t be a dick.”

  Max sighed and lowered his attention from the book. He glanced at the teacher to make sure she wasn’t looking and then produced a bag of Twizzlers and sneakily passed them across.

  “Anything else?”

  “Not for you, no.”

  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

  “I have some chocolate,” he whispered in an irritated voice, “but that’s for recess, my mom didn’t give me any money today; we bought those on the drive to school.”

  “Oh, I see,” I said. “I couldn’t buy anything on the drive to school, you know why?”

  “They’ll do for now, won’t they?” He gestured to the licorice.

  “Gimme the chocolate and I’ll forget you ditched me this morning.”

  Max seemed to deliberate over this.

  “Come on,” I pushed. “My parents are back tomorrow. I might be able to charm my way to some extra pocket money. I’ll give you everything back, and more.”

  “More?”

  “You’ll be swimming in candy.”

  Max smiled at the thought of this—not only was he convenient as a best friend, but his stupidity allowed me to get away with a lot.

  “Okay.” He gave in and handed me a Snickers and a bag of M&Ms. I set the treats up on the desk in front of me and lowered my head, preparing for a morning of indulgence while the teacher’s eyes were buried in a book.
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  “I feel sick.”

  Two hours into the lesson, I felt a curious bubbling emanating from my stomach, coinciding with intermittent gurgling sounds.

  “You shouldn’t have eaten all that candy,” Max said, not looking as sympathetic as I had hoped.

  “Maybe you shouldn’t have given me all that candy,” I retaliated, sticking out my tongue, which had been dyed blue from a luminescent Jolly Rancher I had taken from another friend.

  I felt my stomach kick out in disgust, not liking the action. I held a hand to my mouth and swallowed a noiseless burp. “I think I’m going to be fine,” I said without conviction.

  The sickness subsided partially and I felt relieved when the school bells chimed for recess.

  Outside, I embraced the fresh air like a prisoner on the steps of freedom. I tilted my head to the skies and took long, deep lungfuls. Each breath helped the sickness subside, pushing the bile and vomit down with every oxygen-enriched mouthful.

  “What are you doing?” I heard Max ask, his inquisitive voice breaking through the background noise of playful pupils still scattering themselves over the playground.

  “Breathing,” I muttered softly.

  “But—”

  “Go away, Max.”

  “Okay.”

  Feeling confident that I wasn’t going to unleash a breakfast of sugar onto the school steps, I lowered my face with a contented, soothed smile. I expected to see Max still standing in front of me, but instead I found myself face to face with Kerry Newsome. I cursed under my breath at the sight of her, the memories of our proposed meeting rushing back to me.

  “What are you doing?” Her arms were crossed over her chest. An unamused, questioning look in her eyes.

  “Waiting for you, I guess.”

  She nodded slowly, deciding if she was going to believe me. Then, without warning, she grabbed my hand, turned, and set off, dragging me down the stairs at a brisk pace.

  She broke into a stride after a few paces and before long she was running, pulling me behind her.

  I felt my stomach groan as I bobbed along the coarse ground. It lifted and heaved with every step my weary feet made on the cold concrete.

  As we brushed past a group of startled pupils tossing stones onto a messy Hopscotch board, I felt something rise inside me. It bubbled past my stomach and lurched through my throat. I closed my eyes and waited for my breakfast to make a quick getaway when a foul smelling gust of air trickled into my mouth and looked for an exit.

  I opened my mouth and let out the burp along with a thank you to the vomit gods for biding their time.

  Leaves and twigs pricked at my skin as Kerry wasted no time dragging me down the thin passageway that led to the back of the bike sheds. Three older boys were leaning against the sheds, smoking hurriedly in the spot where Kerry had kissed me earlier.

  “Oh, it looks like someone’s already here.” I turned to leave, but Kerry roughly grabbed the back of my collar.

  “Stay,” she ordered.

  One of the boys grinned, another looked unsure, the third looked away. All were older than Kerry and me; they were in sixth grade, three years above me and two above her.

  “I think we should leave,” I whispered to Kerry, hoping she would pick this moment to finally listen to something I said.

  “Just ignore them.” Kerry put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me back gently. “Now, I think you owe me something.”

  I looked at the boys and then at Kerry, my eyes swapping between four people who scared the shit out of me. “I don’t think—”

  “Get lost, kids.”

  Much to my delight, one of the boys interrupted us. I felt Kerry backing away from me and had an urge to shake the older boy’s hand.

  Kerry’s hands promptly went to her hips. She glared at the boy who had dared try to intimidate her. “Aren’t you Adam Tickle?” she asked.

  I giggled, unable to suppress it.

  “Something funny, kid?”

  Tickle, I thought with a smile. Hilarious.

  “No, no, not at all.”

  He stared at me momentarily and then turned to Kerry. “What’s it to you, kid?”

  “Don’t you dare call me kid.” She thrust a finger at him and I was sure I saw him flinch. His friends saw it too; they finished their cigarettes and watched him intently.

  “I’ll call you what I fucking like—”

  “Don’t you swear!” Kerry was angry now.

  I felt my legs lift and back away of their own accord. As I was edging away from the confrontation, Kerry was edging closer.

  “I know you,” she said. “I know your dad, I know your mother.”

  Mr. and Mrs. Tickle, I giggled again.

  Four pairs of eyes turned toward me. I looked away, coughed, and sheepishly whistled.

  I felt my stomach kick, an anxious lurch that released more noxious gas.

  “Leave us alone or I’ll tell them you’ve been smoking and swearing at little girls and boys,” Kerry warned.

  The older boy looked defeated. He turned to his friends in vain hope, but none stepped forward. He turned back to Kerry, ready to fight back, but the malice in her eyes told him that not only was she telling the truth, but if he tried anything else, she would scratch his eyes out.

  He muttered something in annoyance and skulked away, motioning for his friends to follow him.

  “Bunch of cowards,” I said, when I was sure the last of the boys had disappeared from earshot.

  Kerry didn’t waste any time in getting what she wanted. Without saying another word, she wrapped her arms around my neck and lowered her head until her forehead touched mine.

  I wet my lips nervously, closed my eyes, and prepared.

  She locked onto my mouth with sloppy suction. I had time to prepare, and I had the earlier kiss as a reference, so the sloppy embrace wasn’t as much of a shock as I expected, but just when I thought the kiss should be finishing, I felt something wet poke through. A slimy tongue tried to get in on the action.

  I tried to force my lips together but the slippery muscle wormed through the gap and, after glancing off my teeth, forced its way into my mouth.

  I felt the tongue slide inside and I thought of the creatures from the film Alien. I had seen it less than a month ago and had only just stopped having nightmares. I tried to force that image out of my head and endure the kiss, but it wouldn’t budge.

  I saw their long tentacles, dripping with thick pus. Their thick, scaly skin rippled with the gleam of a million beads of slime. Their bulbous eyes—

  I managed to duck out of the kiss just as I unleashed a wave of vomit, but I didn’t have enough time or speed to move away from Kerry. The digestive rejections of a breakfast of sugar and additives hit her like a thick neon wave from a toxic waterfall.

  Kerry, caught in a split second of shock, merely closed her eyes and pinned her lips together as the wave washed over her. It soaked and clung to her hair. It dripped down her nose like droplets from a shower head, running rivulets over her lips.

  I avoided her face for the second wave, but only succeeded in covering her shoes and legs with the orange colored, sweet-scented vomit. It splashed onto my own shoes, as well, tiny specks of orange decorating the black leather like pixels on a broken screen.

  Damn, my mom will go mad, crossed my mind before the third wave scattered over the cigarette-covered ground. Kerry managed to jump back to avoid it. She clawed clumps of vomit from her face, scooping them and flicking them onto the floor as annoyed noises escaped her sticky lips.

  The third wave was the final wave. I could feel a rumbling of finality in my stomach. I actually felt better and that put a smile on my face.

  Strands of sick hung from my mouth like spaghetti. I wiped them away with the back of my sleeve and lifted my head to look at Kerry. She was red with anger; under the glaze of the vomit, she looked pearlescent.

  I could tell she wanted to say something, but nothing coherent escaped her mouth. A lot was said and I thought I picked up a few swear words, but there was nothing tangible.

  I lowered my head in shame and waited for her to finish, which she did with a flurry of expletives—some of which I had never heard before and tried to remember for later—and then, after a momentary silence, she demanded, “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”

  I shrugged, still looking at my shoes, trying to flick the spots of vomit from the top of one with the bottom of the other.

  “Don’t you have something to say to me?” she demanded, her voice cracking as it rose above the hustle of the busy playground. “What’s the matter with you?”

  “I’m quite hungry,” I said honestly.

  She ground her teeth together, her eyes flaring at me with a flaming ferocity. “Is that all you have to say for yourself?”

  I shrugged again, then, sensing the lecture was over, I asked: “Can I have that candy now?”

  Kerry glared at me. Her eyes darted back and forth. She opened her mouth, suppressed a scream, and then slammed it shut again. Her jaw worked aggressively as she tried to pulverize her own teeth. Then, following another loud grunt, she threw up her arms, exasperated, and stormed off, mumbling curse words under her breath.
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  The story of my sickly exploits slowly passed through the school. The boys would gather in hordes, asking me to recall the tale as they listened with eager grins, interrupting with cheers at the end. The girls were equally fascinated, but weren’t interested in hearing about the story from Kerry. She had been coated in vomit, had dripped from head to toe in boy cooties, and before long she became a social pariah.

  She lost her friends, became bitter and isolated, and whenever I saw her, whenever I said hello or passed by, I noted nothing but hatred and revenge in her eyes.

  A few weeks after the incident, I was desperate to reconcile with her. I felt bad for what had happened.

  During lunch, when all the students rushed out onto the playground, I found Kerry sitting hunched over on one of the benches in the cloakroom. I waited until the last of the stragglers left with their coats and playthings, and then I saddled over to her, sitting a few feet away and gliding my backside along the wooden surface until I was close enough for her to notice.

  I had expected sadness in her eyes—she was sitting alone and looking pitiful after all—but a fire still burned there and I had added extra fuel just by showing up.

  “Hey Kerry,” I said unsurely, trying to avert my gaze from her eyes in case she turned me into stone.

  She didn’t reply, but I was sure I heard a small growl.

  I plastered on my best smile and stared at her forehead, trying to feign sincerity while keeping my gaze away from hers. “I was just wondering if you . . . I don’t know . . . maybe wanted to come outside and play?”

  Again there was no reply. She still stared.

  “It’s a nice day, well, it’s not raining. I mean . . . you can borrow my coat if you want. You can warm up pretty fast playing soccer, if you want to come and join me and my friends for a game that is. I mean, I know you don’t have any friends anymore and I—”

  “I don’t like you, Kieran McCall,” she spoke slowly.

  “You’d like my friends. And I’m sure you’d like me if you got to know me.” I wasn’t giving up.

  “Go away,” she growled.

  “Look, I’m sorry about throwing up on you, but you tried to kiss me, what do you expect?” I paused; she looked like she was ready to pounce. “Not that I have a problem with you, you’re very pretty and all that, but I don’t like kissing in general. I don’t even like to kiss my grandma, and she’s family. Although she smells god-awful. My dad says it’s just old age, but I’m pretty sure it’s piss.”

  “Go away, McCall,” Kerry said again, her voice deeper and more gravelly. The anger was building and it had a great deal of frustration for company.

  I still didn’t want to give in, falsely believing I was on a roll. “If I let you kiss me again, will that help? You don’t have to give me any candy or anything; I’ll do it out of the goodness of my own heart. What do you say?”

  “Go away.”

  “What if I let you throw up on me?”

  “What?” A twinge of surprise tickled the corner of her face and then disappeared.

  “It’s disgusting I know, but hear me out.” I edged closer. “I threw up on you and I got treated like the hero while everyone hates you.”

  “Everyone hates me?” She looked hurt by this.

  I lowered my eyebrows and looked into eyes that seemed genuinely hurt. “I thought you knew? Why else did you think they were ignoring you?”

  “I just thought—”

  “It’s not important,” I quickly interrupted. “What I’m saying is, if you throw up on me then you’ll be the hero and I’ll get just enough hate to stop me being the hero, but because of the first incident—when I threw up on you—it won’t be enough to turn me into a complete Billy-no-mates like you.” I finished with a grin, pleased with myself. “What do you say?”

  She punched me.

  It was the first time I had been punched in the face. I was surprised. I was annoyed. I was hurt. After the initial shock, I removed a protective hand from my face to tell Kerry these things, and then she punched me again.

  Years later I would laugh along with friends when I told them that my first kiss had been with the first girl to beat me up, but at the time, the only thing I could concentrate on was protecting my face as I rolled onto the floor while she straddled me like a horse. Her surprisingly powerful fists hammered into every part of my body.

  There were no teachers nearby and no students to cause a commotion and bring attention from an elder, and as I didn’t know how to fight or even if I should hit a girl—my mother had always told me not to, but a situation where my life may depend on it had never cropped up—I just lay there and took the punches.

  The fight was one-sided and lasted for a brutal five minutes. I like to think Kerry stopped out of sympathy for the blubbering wreck beneath her, but the truth was probably that her arms were tired.

  When she finished beating the living shit out of me, she crawled off my torso and pulled herself back up onto the bench.

  I watched her through a gap in my arms. She stared at me and I could see the flame in her eyes had died. Something else lingered there—pity perhaps.

  I slowly pulled myself to my feet and dusted myself off. I wiped the remnants of tears from my eyes and allowed a few drops to trickle down my cheek. Meeting Kerry’s pitied gaze, I told her: “There was no need for that.”

  She sunk her head into her chest. I heard a muffled groan. “Get lost, Kieran.”

  She didn’t need to tell me twice. I hobbled out of the cloakroom and onto the playground. My body ached, but apart from a few scratches on my cheek and a minor cut on my lip, my face remained intact.

  I expected Kerry to boast, and I was prepared to allow her that honor. She was a girl but she was tough. My friends would mock me for a while but eventually they would agree that, given the chance, she could beat them up as well. But Kerry didn’t tell anyone. She remained an outcast for the rest of the school year.
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  In Lenny's Footsteps

  After Kerry Newsome had kissed me and then tried to kill me, I became even more wary and unsure of the opposite sex. For most of my youth, I thought girls were icky and weren’t to be touched or befriended, and my friends, being of the same age, mostly agreed.

  There was one exception though. His name was Lenny and he became a lady-killer at the age of eight. At seven years, three-hundred and sixty-four days old, Lenny was just as repulsed by the opposite sex as the rest of us, but after a “word” with his dad on his birthday, all of that changed.

  His dad was drunk and clearly unsure about which birthday it was as he told his son: Grow up, be a man. Kiss girls, play the field!

  Surprisingly, Lenny’s dad was not insane. Lenny took heed and, during his eighth birthday party, he put aside his childhood tendencies and turned on the charm in front of a mixed sex crowd that included several unsuspecting females from our class and the neighborhood.

  Lenny wasn’t a particularly good-looking boy, but he was the only one in a class of fifteen boys, and a neighborhood of five, that cared or dared to get a girlfriend. After three weeks he had three on the go.

  I struggled to understand what Lenny saw in these giggling, whispering humans that smelled of fruit-scented shampoo and played with dolls, but I tried my best.

  At first, Lenny wasn’t popular with boys our age, but after becoming a huge hit with the older boys in school—walking around the playground with armfuls of girls won him some acclaim—we decided that we liked him as well.

  “I could ask Kerry Newsome out,” Max said. He looked around uncertainly, received a few worried stares, and then slumped his head against his chest. “Or not,” he repealed, disheartened.

  Together with our friends Olly and Peter, Max and I loitered near the school building. Olly lay across one of two benches with Peter and Max on the other. I stood, watching the playground with my hands stuffed into my pockets.

  “You talk about her a lot,” Olly said, tilting his head over the back of the bench and looking at Max through an inverted world.

  Like Max, Olly and Peter were in the same class as me. I enjoyed their company more than Max’s but they lived farther away so I spent less time with them outside of school.

  “I feel sorry for her,” Max said unconvincingly.

  “It’s Kieran’s fault,” Peter said.

  “It was an accident,” I argued.

  Peter shrugged. “That’s what you say.”

  I hadn’t told anyone about being beaten up. When I realized Kerry wasn’t going to boast, I told everyone that the marks on my face were from running into a door in the cloakroom. It was the first thing that came to mind, and at the time I wasn’t sure it was going to pass, but they believed it instantly. I was so annoyed with the laughter and mockery that I almost told them the truth.

  “Who’s that with Lenny?” I asked, noticing him arm in arm with a girl I didn’t recognize. She was taller than him, her left shoulder dipped awkwardly so she could slide her arm through his.

  “Penny Collins,” Peter explained. “Sixth grade.”

  “Sixth grade?” I blurted.

  Peter shrugged. “The kid’s a player.”

  “Of what?” Max wondered, ever the innocent.

  We all laughed, but the truth was I didn’t know what he was talking about either and Peter had only learned the word the previous week.

  “Numpty.”

  “Idiot.”

  “Why you always gotta pick on me?” Max wanted to know.

  “Because it’s so easy,” Olly replied, his head still lolling over the final wooden slat on the weather-stained bench.

  Max bolted upright, glared at each of us in turn, and stormed away. “Pricks,” he muttered under his breath. A few feet away from us he turned and declared, “I’ll go and play with my real friends,” before disappearing amongst a cluster of kids trading soccer stickers.

  We all watched silently as Max introduced himself, received a distasteful look from each trader, and then skulked away when one of them shouted, “Get lost, shit for brains,” in a voice loud enough to cover the entire playground. He ambled back our way and threw himself down on the bench with his arms grumpily folded over his chest.

  “Your friends busy?” Olly wondered.

  “Fuck off,” Max spat to a chorus of laughter.

  I joined Max on the bench. “So how did Lenny end up with her?” I asked Peter.

  Peter shrugged again. He was so nonchalant his parents often said that one day his heart would stop out of sheer apathy.

  “We need to find girlfriends,” Max said.

  “I hate to admit it, but the muppet is right.” Olly shifted upright. The blood had rushed to his head and his face was red, but he didn’t seem to mind. “Everyone is going out with everyone. Just this morning Dipstick Denny asked out Dorothy from fourth grade.”

  “Dorothy?” Max clenched his face in disgust. “She’s ugly.”

  “Dipstick ain’t no prize.”

  “Who’s left?” I wondered.

  Olly held up his hands with his fingers spread, pulling down each appendage as he reeled off the names: “Laura little-eyes. Cow-shit Lizzie—” He was a lazy underachiever who was bottom of the class at nearly every subject, but Olly excelled at nicknames and insults. He seemed to spend all of his time thinking them up; when it came to Max, he had a never-ending list.

  “She doesn’t smell of cow shit anymore,” Max cut in, “not for—”

  “Shut up, slipper-fucker,” Olly warned. He continued to count: “There’s Little Miss Mental in fourth grade—”

  That was Kerry. I cringed whenever he called her that. I was convinced I had been the one to send her that way.

  “—Billie Blow-job—”

  A mild-mannered girl with an unfortunate way of eating ice pops.

  “—Sock-Tits Tabby—”

  We thought Tabatha Williams was the first girl in the class to develop breasts, then one of those breasts fell out when playing basketball.

  “—Piss-stain Pepper—”

  It turned out to be splash-back from a malfunctioning school faucet, but Olly didn’t do take-backs.

  “—and Spadeface,” Olly finished, looking somewhat pleased with himself.

  “Spadeface?” Max enquired.

  “The new girl.”

  “Lisa I think her name is,” I said.

  “Why Spadeface?” Max wondered.

  “Because she looks like she’s been hit with a fucking spade, why else?”

  “I think she’s quite pretty,” Peter jumped in.

  A chorus of oooo lifted from the group and Peter turned a light shade of red.

  “Well, you said we needed girlfriends, she’s mine,” he said confidently, “or she will be.”

  “What about you?” Olly asked me.

  I shrugged, I didn’t know. I wasn’t so sure I cared either way, but I had convinced myself that I needed to hook up with someone.

  “Laura little—Laura, I guess.” I liked the way she smelled, but most of all I was sure she liked me. She was my best bet.

  “Kermit?” Olly turned to Max.

  “Erm,” Max pretended to ponder this. “I’ll try for Kerry,” he said, as if he was being forced to. “If I have to pick one, might as well.”

  “Which leaves the rest for me,” Olly said, puffing out his chest and patting it like a proud gorilla.

  “All of them?”

  “Hell, if Lenny can do it, why not me? It’ll be easy.”

  [image: image]

  Olly soon found out that he lacked Lenny’s charm and was made to eat his words when the girls rejected him one after another. He might have had more success had he not insisted on saving time by waiting until they were grouped together before asking them.

  “We know what you call us.”

  “Yeah, we heard you talking about us.”

  “You’re a prick.”

  “You’re a dickhead, Oliver Harris.”

  “And how many times do I have to tell you, it was water!”

  Olly decided to take another leaf out of Lenny’s book. He went up in the grades and tried to hook up with a girl from fifth grade. While he was trying his best not to insult his potential suitors, Peter almost instantly won over the new girl.

  Lisa Jones had only been at the school for three weeks after her parents moved to the area from the city. She needed friends and hadn’t succeeded in making any, so when the opportunity arose to slide into a clique, she jumped at the chance. Peter was surprised, to say the least—when he first asked her, he had been so nervous that he covered her in spittle and then nearly choked on his own saliva, but she was desperate and he was the first to ask.

  Max had less luck with Kerry, which wasn’t a surprise. He tried to talk to her and she ignored him, completely blanking him as he broke into a full-scale monologue that lasted an entire recess.

  He didn’t give up. The next day he tried the same tactic; she walked away from him. He tried again the next day and the next, and after a week of trying she finally spoke to him, but only to warn him that if he pestered her again, she would bite his nose off.

  During the second week, on the day that Olly was shunned by an entire grade of ten-year-old girls for calling them “frumpy Barbie-Fuckers,” Max followed his parents’ advice and bought Kerry a box of chocolates. Whoppers. Kerry ate the candy with gusto and told Max to get lost while showering him in chocolate spittle.

  Peter, having been dating for three weeks and considering himself a Casanova, offered Max some advice on the third week. Unfortunately for Max, he took it. Kerry slapped him, hard. He stayed away from her for the rest of the week, deciding to play it safe and study his prey from a distance.

  About that time, I made my first move on Laura. We were in the same class so I often spoke to her, but I rarely said more than a few words. Since the challenge to make her my girlfriend, I decided to pay more attention to her, which turned me into a gibbering idiot around her.

  It took me a week just to say something coherent, and even then it had been something completely irrelevant. I pulled it back in the second week and things were back to normal between us: she would say hello, I would reply in kind. Not exactly a sign of undying love, but much better than telling her I hated the taste of cheddar cheese when she asked to borrow a pencil.

  I didn’t know how to ask girls out, and Peter was no help. “It just sort of happened,” he told me. “I guess I’m lucky that way, girls like me—Lisa loves me. She practically threw herself at me.” Max tried to help, but the giant red handprint on his face suggested he wasn’t best positioned to offer advice on how to talk to girls.
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