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This book is dedicated to the Papercuts: Angie, Cindy, David, Donna, Jason, and Kayla. Let’s not get all sappy about it.





CHAPTER 1


Once, in front of pretty much the whole school, Moby cut a fart so loud it sounded like a phone book being ripped in half.


I was there. It changed my life.


Moby never even acknowledged it. He just walked away like nothing happened, but the rest of us who weren’t already dying of laughter were left to perish from cheddar-flavored colon-gas poisoning. Cutting a gigantic fart in a crowded cafeteria is the kind of thing that can change your whole destiny, but Moby couldn’t have cared less. I knew right then we’d be best friends.


My name is Maciek Trzebiatowski. Don’t worry, you don’t need to remember how to spell it. It’s pronounced “Maw-check Chub-a-tess-key,” but people call me Chub because that’s the sound “Trzeb” makes in Polish. With a name like that, I know there’s no chance I’ll ever be one of the popular kids, but don’t lose any sleep. I’m over it.


Moby and I don’t want to be popular anyway. As far as I can tell, popularity doesn’t mean much of anything outside the walls of school. What Moby and I want is to show everyone that the popular kid isn’t everything he seems to be.


If we end up becoming infamous in the process, I guess that’s a form of popularity I wouldn’t mind.


I know what you’re asking yourself. Why bother? Why not just blend in like all the rest of the unpopular kids until one day you become the popular kid’s boss?


Why? Because when you are a bald sixth grader with a little bit of a Polish accent, blending in isn’t an option. When you throw in the fact that the guy who used to be my best friend is now the king of the popular crowd and won’t even admit he knows me—let’s just say I have my reasons.


Who is this jerk? You know the kid everyone treats like a superhero. He goes to your school; he goes to every school. He is a foot taller than everyone by fifth grade. His name is usually Steve or Troy, always one syllable for some reason. At my school his name is Archer Norris, but a couple of years ago, when he became the star of the basketball team, he started calling himself the Arch, and it stuck. When you’re that kid, the things you say and do don’t have to make sense; kids will copy you, just hoping some of your popularity will rub off on them. It’s sad, but you know it’s true.


Anyway, just because these freaks are taller, better-looking, and more athletic and have hair (more on that later) doesn’t mean they should be the only ones who get to say how life works in middle school. The fact that their bodies have no sense of timing doesn’t mean they’re the superheroes everyone makes them out to be, which is where Moby and I come in. Every hero needs a villain, so we’ve made it our business to expose the Arch as the ordinary sixth-grade mortal that I know he is. And I’m here to tell you, business is booming.


Batman once said something like, “Light is defined by the shadow it casts.” Archer “the Arch” Norris is the sun at the center of the Alanmoore Middle School solar system; Moby and me, we’re the shadows.


School is back in session after spring break. I use the back door by the Dumpsters so I can hit the back stairs instead of using the crowded main hallway. The hallway is torture for me, and I avoid it at all costs. It’s difficult for people to pick on you in front of a teacher during class. But in the hallway it’s the law of the jungle. In the halls popular kids are like pumas, and I’m like a sloth with asthma and a limp. Something is always trying to take a bite out of my butt.


The stone halls of the ancient building are chilly after sitting empty for a week, and the fumes from cleaning chemicals burn my eyes. Apparently, our janitor, Mr. Kraley, didn’t get the week off like we did. The place might look like an old asylum, but it smells new. I bet the smell makes most people think of clean places. The smell of chemicals just makes me miss my hair.


Everyone is buzzing after a week off school. I have to turn sideways to slide past a clump of giggling girls. One of them says “Hawaii” and I try not to think about the five days I just spent at my parents’ dry cleaning shop while my classmates were apparently jetting around the globe. I worked on my “character” while they worked on their tans.


A group of guys from the track team are gathered on the landing. I could turn around and take the long way to my locker, but they are so distracted high-fiving one another, I can probably slide past unnoticed. I flip up the hood of my sweatshirt, turtle my head as low as I can on my shoulders, and try to sneak by without any comments.


I’m safely by them when one whips my hood off my head.


“Look, it’s Yoda!” he says.


“Bald, he is,” another one chimes in. The rest of the jocks crack up, even though he sounds more like Miss Piggy than Yoda.


I want to explain to them that Yoda is actually a Jedi Master and could easily destroy all of them before they even knew what happened, but something tells me that would only make things worse. So I keep walking.


Me and Moby’s lockers are in a bricked-up, dead-end hallway that used to be part of an old stairwell leading from the basement to the library about a hundred years ago. It’s a nice spot because it keeps us out of the main hallway. I quickly scan the area to make sure no one sees what I keep in my locker, then I open it and dig through my stack of supplies.


I save anything and everything I can possibly use in a future plot to embarrass the Arch. I haven’t pulled a prank against him since I propped a gallon of expired milk against the inside of his locker door two weeks ago, and I’m dying to get back to work. I still have a few copies of the eighth-grade health class childbirth video Wondrous Womb from Whence We Came. I swapped one for the sixth-grade Grammar Is Groovy DVD. Most people wouldn’t guess that someone as cool as the Arch faints at the mere sound of the word “biology,” but it’s true. I was hoping he’d watch the video by accident and pass out. Unfortunately, he was home sick the day the class sat down to learn the proper use of semicolons or whatever and got to witness the miracle of birth instead. A couple of the boys, including a few jocks, cried a little. But without Archer fainting, I couldn’t call that particular prank a success. I consider running the videos over to Ms. Harper’s room for another try, but I seriously doubt I could get away with it twice. Nothing else catches my eye.


Moby arrives and digs in his locker a few doors down from mine. It looks like he’s searching for books, but I know he’s just trying to avoid eye contact with other students.


“You want to come over and finish Watchmen tonight?” I ask.


Moby has to read the good comics at my house because his parents think they’ll turn him into a drooling murderer.


Moby shuts his locker, shoulders his enormous backpack, and sighs. “I can’t.”


“But you only have, like, fifty pages left!”


His shoulders slump. “I got TD tonight.”


Moby’s grandfather lives with them. He’s a retired army colonel and believes in keeping a tight personal grooming schedule. The Colonel is pretty cool—he unwittingly gives us many of our best ideas for messing with the Arch. The only problem is he can’t bend down and reach his own feet to trim his toenails, so Moby has to do it for him. As the lowest-ranking member of the Dick family, Moby draws toenail detail once a month. He spends a lot of time praying his parents will have another child so he can get out of it.


“Has it been a month already?” I ask.


He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to. He shudders like a dog that’s about to throw up, and I change the subject.


“Jarek was over last night,” I say.


He perks up a bit. “Did they get a new movie?”


My cousin Jarek runs the local movie theater, the Clairemont—an ancient movie house that still uses old-fashioned film projectors.


“One came in yesterday. He’ll have it spliced and ready for us to watch it Wednesday after school.”


“It’s not another classic, is it?”


Ever since I convinced him to watch Spartacus last summer, he gets suspicious when he doesn’t know what the new movie is.


“Don’t worry, new release.”


He turns to me, his eyes burning the side of my face. “I hope so. Spartacus didn’t make any sense.”


I’m tired of trying to explain the famous scene where all the slaves claim to be Spartacus so the Romans can’t tell which one really is.


Moby won’t let it go. “I mean, seriously, how can they all be Spartacus? That’s a pretty big mess-up, if you ask me.”


“Mmm-hmm,” I say, hoping he’ll drop it.


He doesn’t. “And if there’s more than one, shouldn’t the movie be called Sparta-CI?” He taps his temple. “Think about it.”


I don’t need to think about it. “Don’t worry, I promise this one is not a classic.”


“Is it age appropriate?”


“I think it’s about owls trying to save the world or something.”


“Sounds lame, but my parents should be okay with it.” Moby’s parents make sure the movies he watches are “age appropriate,” which seriously limits our options.


Moby shuts his locker and grabs my arm. “Wait! Did they get it?”


I shake my head. The “it” he’s asking about is the first trailer for the new League of Honor movie that’s coming out this summer. We’ve already decided it’s our favorite movie of all time, despite the fact that nobody has even seen a single frame of the film yet. Jarek has promised to tell me the second it arrives.


Just thinking about League of Honor appears to wipe the Colonel’s ancient, yellow toenails from his mind. He doesn’t smile exactly, but I know it lifted his spirits.


Jarek has to watch every film before showing it to a real audience to make sure he’s put the film strips together right. We get to watch the movies the day before they’re released. I would probably eat a bag of hair to see movies before they are released. There’s something supercool about knowing things nobody else knows.


We’re about to start planning snacks for our latest private premiere when we hear Shelby behind us.


“What’s happening Wednesday after school?” Shelby Larkin asks. Her voice stops us cold.


We’ve been here too long and she’s found us. I glance at Moby without turning around. His eyes plead with me.


“Nothing, Shelby. Moby is gonna come over and read the last fifty pages of Watchmen.” I try to look busy in my locker.


“Hmm. Will that be before or after you watch the new movie at the Clairemont?”


My scalp flushes. I shut my locker and turn to face her.


If someone figured out how to genetically splice an eleven-year-old girl with a flamingo, Shelby would be the result. All her clothes are from thrift stores and smell like funeral parlors and old perfume. Today she has a sweater buttoned around her neck, but her arms aren’t in the sleeves. Shelby has been trying to get invited to the theater since she found out about our deal last year. So far Moby and I have been able to fend her off. I have no idea why she wants to hang out with us anyway—it’s not like I’ve ever been nice to her.


She pushes her glasses up her nose and leans down so we’re eye to eye. I try not to blink as she peers into my soul.


After a moment of the human-lie-detector routine she is satisfied that I’m lying and straightens up. “Uh-huh, that’s what I thought.” She folds her arms and stares some more.


I tell myself not to sweat as her bird eyes bore into me, but it’s no good. Beads form on my bare head. I have to get away before some roll down into my eye. I’m an awful liar and it shows.


I start to say, “Let’s go, Mo—” But when I turn, Moby is gone. He knows if we stick around, Shelby will eventually get the truth. After that, how long before we give in and let her come with us to a screening? Moby has slipped away, leaving me to deal with the flamingo.


Well played, kid.


I’m about to suggest she earn her ticket to the screening by trimming the Colonel’s toenails when the intercom crackles. An earsplitting squeal is followed by the voice of our principal.


“Good moooorning, Alanmoore students. This is Mr. Mayer.” The intercom is ancient like the school, so kids move closer to hear. I know a chance to escape when I see one, so I slip away from Shelby’s soul-searching stare as soon as the speaker catches her attention.


I weave my way through the crowd of students. I’m itching to get down to the pranking, but I gotta find Moby and decide what we’re going to throw at the Arch next.


I hear chunks of the announcement whenever I walk near a speaker.


“Assembly . . . blah, blah . . . elections . . . blah . . .”


I know exactly where to look for Moby. He’s probably in his favorite stall in the upstairs boys’ room, avoiding Shelby (and everyone else) until the second bell rings. I’m starting up the staircase with my head down, deep in thought, when I run into something very dense.


“You should watch where you’re going,” the Arch says, pushing me away.


I catch the railing and stop myself from tumbling backward down the stairs.


“Chubby-Jet-Ski?” he asks. He knows how to say my name. He messes it up on purpose so nobody thinks he knows me. Plus, thanks to him I’m the only bald kid in sixth grade, so who else could it be?


“What do you want?”


“From you? Nothing. I’m just surprised I didn’t find a dead fish or something in my locker this morning.”


I roll my eyes but also mentally add dead fish in locker to my list of potential pranks.


“Vill vee see you at zee assembly?” he says.


Since he turned into the Arch, he feels the need to point out my accent. The way I sound makes most people assume I’m Russian. It takes a special kind of stupid to think I sound German.


The fact that he actually acknowledged my existence to tell me about the assembly is worrisome.


“Do I have a choice?”


He thinks for a minute. “I guess not.”


I try to step around him, but he moves to block me.


“Get a good seat. You’re gonna want to hear real good.”


“Well,” I correct. You would think people could at least learn to speak their first language properly.


He glances past me and does a chin raise to some kids coming up the stairs. Then he eyes me like he’d probably look at a dead fish in his locker. “Whatevs, Commie!” He pushes past and high-fives the kids on the landing. I think about explaining to him that Poland is a parliamentary republic, not a Communist country, but the second bell starts ringing. More sweat forms on my head as I take the stairs. I don’t like the idea of a special assembly, and I really don’t like the fact that the Arch is so excited about it. He knows I’ve made it my mission to ruin his undeserved reputation, and he is not about to let me get away with it.


If there’s one thing I know to be true, it’s this: There isn’t much room to hide something up your sleeve in a cutoff muscle shirt.





CHAPTER 2


The assembly is after lunch, so I have all morning to worry why the Arch is so happy about it. Apparently, my usual tormentors are glad to be back from break too.


“Look out, here comes the Dalai Lame-a!” someone hollers as I make my way between homeroom and English class. People laugh—I take it as a compliment.


I’m in the cafeteria first, like always. Moby shows up after everyone has their food and is seated. He stands just inside the door, scanning the room for me, even though I always sit in the same spot—last table on the left, next to the trash cans. He’s gone to school here just as long as the rest of us, but he always looks like a new kid on his first day.


Even though we’ve been inseparable since second grade, I’m not positive but I’m pretty sure that his stepmom picks out his clothes for him. What sixth grader chooses to wear corduroy and plaid? He’s also the last kid on the planet that still uses a comb. The part in his hair is so perfect, it could be used to calibrate scientific instruments. I suspect this may be the Colonel’s contribution. I can’t hold it against him, though. If I had hair, I’d probably run home every day after school just to run a comb through it. Enjoy it while it lasts, Mobe.


He takes extra time in the cafeteria enjoying his homemade hummus and carrot platter. For once I don’t rush him. We’re in no hurry to join the pile of kids pushing through the doors of the gymnasium for the assembly.
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Alanmoore was built in the early 1900s, and the gym hasn’t been updated since. The basketball court was built below floor level, like a swimming pool, and the creaky wooden bleachers rise steeply into the rafters. The lighting is antique too, and combined with the sharp angle of the stands, it creates plenty of shadowy spaces at the top of the gym, the kind of spaces where you go when you don’t want to be a part of the crowd. That’s where we like to sit.


Mr. Mayer opens the assembly with the Pledge of Allegiance. He doesn’t recite the pledge himself—he just scans the bleachers, making sure kids who aren’t taking it seriously know he’s watching them. When the pledge is done, Coach Farkas picks up the microphone and steps to the center of the gym. He waits a minute for nonexistent applause to die down before he speaks.


“Quick announcement before this school thing,” he grunts, tugging up the waistband of his sweatpants. “As you know, the track team has been county champs for twenty-six straight years.”


A sharp whoop rings out from the stands where the jocks are sitting. The Arch sits in the middle of the pack, nodding his approval.


“Go, Kangaroos,” Coach says before continuing. “We have an excellent squad, but that doesn’t mean it can’t get better.”


The jocks murmur among themselves, probably wondering if they’ve just been insulted or not. I look at Moby and roll my eyes. The whole school knows what Coach Farkas is driving at. Track is the one sport the Arch doesn’t do, and the coach wants him on the team like gravity wants a fat kid.


Sports are the source of what I call the popularity vortex. It’s like the Bermuda Triangle—only instead of ships and planes getting lost, it’s common sense that disappears. Kids get sucked into the vortex and go along with whatever the cool kids want.


“Tryouts are this week after school,” Coach says. “If you think you have the stuff”—he turns and looks directly at the Arch—“you come see me. I’ll make you a champion.” He winks at the Arch, then hands the mic back to the principal.


Mr. Mayer is about to talk when Coach Farkas runs back and snatches the microphone again.


“Go, Roos!” he yells, and the student body explodes in applause.


We’ve won the county track title every year since Coach Farkas was on the team himself in sixth grade. It’s something to be proud of, I guess. It’s the one sport I don’t have an official policy on because it’s basically the only one that hasn’t become the Arch Show yet.


Mr. Mayer wrestles the mic from Farkas. “Thanks, Coach Farkas. I’m willing to bet we’ve got another winner on our hands—or should I saaaay, feet!” The applause ends instantly. The lame joke floats in the silence like a turd in a punch bowl.


Moby gets the punch line a few seconds later and lets out a loud “HA!” that echoes around the old gymnasium. Everyone turns to look up into the rafters. I want to shrivel up and disappear, but no one can see us up here anyway.


“Anywhooo,” Mr. Mayer goes on, “we’re here to talk about something just as exciting as our track team—student government.” Somehow the silence deepens. Someone in the lower section sneezes, and it sounds like a squeaky chew toy hit with a sledgehammer. Some kids laugh.


“This week you will all get to elect a treasurer, secretary, vice president, and most important, student body president.”


More murmurs.


Instinctively I glance at the Arch. To my disappointment, he actually seems to be paying attention for once.


“This is a huge responsibility, since the student government is in charge of all social activities. Most important of all, they are your voice to the faculty in all matters, from student clubs to fund-raising to sports.”


I’m starting to see why the Arch was giving me the hungry-coyote grin earlier.


“Anyone interested in running for student government should come see me for the paperwork and . . .” Movement in the crowd stops Mr. Mayer in midsentence. I don’t have to look to know what the ruckus is about.


The Arch stands in the middle of the group of jocks. The only lightbulb in the old building that throws off a decent amount of light is directly over his head, shining down on him like a sunbeam through the clouds.


“Mr. Mayer, I’d like to volunteer!” The Arch’s voice booms in a very student-body-presidential way.


Mr. Mayer stares at the Arch. “Um, it’s not something you volunteer for exactly.”


But his protest is too late. The Arch Show has already started. As though following an unspoken command, the crowd parts, and the Arch makes his way down the bleachers toward Mr. Mayer. He vaults the railing and drops the six feet to the floor of the gym. Mr. Mayer and the rest of the teachers watch dumbfounded as he struts across the court. He plucks the microphone out of Mr. Mayer’s hand and turns toward the students.


“I, Archer Norris, officially volunteer to be your president!”


The students erupt in more applause and stomp the wooden bleachers so hard the building trembles.


I read Mr. Mayer’s lips as he leans over to Coach Farkas. “It doesn’t work that way,” he says.


Coach Farkas doesn’t respond; he just claps away like a trained seal.


I’m starting to see why the Arch was so happy in the stairwell. If he becomes the official voice of the students in all things, it will only be a matter of time before he makes it illegal to be me. If he becomes student body president, no one will ever take my word over his again. He’ll for sure use his power to make life miserable for me.


Mr. Mayer wrestles the mic back. “It doesn’t work that way, Archer. You have to have a platform and a debate, and you have to win the election.”


Archer yanks the mic back and addresses the crowd. “I have a platform, and there’s no debate about it. If I get made president, I promise to clean up this school.” He waves a finger over the crowd of cheering students and then points it directly into the rafters where Moby and I are. The assembled students do a muted “Ooooh!”


My stomach flops. I’m not being paranoid; he wants to be president to mess with me.


Mr. Mayer leans over to Coach Farkas and mouths, “What does that even mean?”


I know what it means. It means he will figure out a way to use his power against me any way he can. I’m not sure if the student body president can get someone expelled, but if it can be done, Archer Norris will figure out how to do it.


When you combine my reputation as a troublemaker with his ability to get away with whatever he wants, I’m in deep doo-doo if he gets elected. I guess I couldn’t expect my classmates to endure years of my pranks without some kind of payback eventually. Stink bombs, greased toilet seats, and drinking fountains rigged to squirt you in the crotch so it looks like you peed your pants are not precision tactics. Over the years there’ve been lots of civilian casualties. Once, Moby and I unscrewed the showerheads in the locker room and put fabric dye in them. It seemed like a foolproof plan at the time. I thought the Arch and his buddies were the only kids who actually showered at school. What I didn’t know is that the girls’ volleyball team uses the shower room after morning workouts. The fifth-grade Smurf attack was never officially pinned on me, but everyone sort of knew who did it. Even so, promising to put an end to my shenanigans isn’t a good enough reason to elect him student body president. Is it?


“And,” the Arch continues, “if I win the presidency, I promise”—he pauses for effect—“to join the Alanmoore track team and win another county title!”


The Arch raises his arms in a victory pose and drops the microphone like he just won a rap battle. It screeches when it hits the ground, but the roar of applause drowns the earsplitting sound.


Our archnemesis relationship was built on lack of respect and mutual dislike. But if he is going to be president of the school, this thing is about to go to a whole new level. He’ll instantly be in Mr. Mayer’s inner circle. Every little thing that breaks in this crumbly old school he’ll blame on me. Who’s the principal going to believe when it comes down to it: me or Mr. Perfect?


Moby and I need a plot to take the Arch down a peg or two, and we need one fast. We have to make him unpopular enough that someone else will have a shot at winning the election.


“It doesn’t work that way,” Mr. Mayer continues to protest, but nobody can hear him over the roar of the crowd.


Maybe it does now, I think.





CHAPTER 3


I feel sorry for Moby having to trim his grandpa’s toenails, but the Colonel is a gold mine of good prank ideas, and he comes up with his best stuff while Moby works on his feet. The Colonel says it’s called “taking one for the team.” Whatever you call it, I need some fresh ideas, and the Colonel is my best bet.


He likes to start his monthly toenail trimming at exactly 2000 hours (eight o’clock). My mom drops me off with time to spare. I knock on the Dicks’ door at 1945.


They live only a few blocks away, but in the city a lot can change in a few blocks. Moby’s house looks like a miniature version of the White House. Our house looks like the shed where the people who own Moby’s house keep their lawn mower.


Moby answers the door with a queasy look.


“You didn’t start yet, did you?” I ask.


He shakes his head and lets me in.


Moby’s dad and stepmom are in the kitchen cleaning up the dishes from dinner. They are cool parents, I guess. They pretty much leave Moby alone. They’re both lawyers, but you’d never know it by the way they dress at home. Here they look like college students getting ready to protest something. They get their lawyer clothes dry-cleaned at our shop, and my parents never get tired of talking about how nicely the Dicks dress. If they only knew. They don’t hang out together, thank goodness.


I walk into the kitchen, and Moby’s stepmom puts down a wineglass and gives me a hug. She’s wearing a sweater that looks like a failed attempt to repair a badly damaged fishing net. If she hugged me any harder, the garment would rub some skin off my face.


“Maciek!” she says, giving me a fake kiss on each cheek. She’s one of the few people who use my real name. The kiss thing is weird, but at least she says my name right. “Have you gotten taller?”


I look down at my feet; they don’t look any farther away than usual.


“No.”


“Well, then I must be shrinking.” She laughs a little too hard.


When Mrs. Dick lets me go, Moby’s dad shoves his enormous hand at me. “Wassup, Jet Ski!” He could crush a lump of coal into a diamond with his grip, and he likes to prove it to me every time I visit. “You missed out. We just had some awesome eggplant and quinoa casserole. There’s probably some left if you’re hungry.”


“Sounds delicious, but I’m allergic to eggs,” I say, dodging the vegan bullet. Behind him, Mrs. Dick sneakily unscrews the lid of a jar of cookie butter and takes a gigantic swipe with her finger. She offers the jar to Moby, who does the same, then she quietly replaces the lid and stashes the jar in the pantry while Mr. Dick is distracted pumping my arm. When I get my hand back, I make sure nothing’s broken and shake the blood back into it.


His smile looks like he wants to sell me toothpaste. “So, what are you two up to tonight? No good?”


“What makes you say that, sir?” I ask.


“Save the ‘sir’ for my dad.” He pokes his thumb toward the stairs. “I told you before, call me Jason, Chub.”


We stand there in awkward silence for a moment. He has been telling me that for years, but it feels like a trick. I can’t imagine my dad telling one of my friends to call him Kasmir. Moby kicks my foot.


“Okay—Jason,” I say.


He laughs like I just told him he won the lottery and slaps me on the shoulder. “Right on, man.”


“I better . . .” Moby nods toward the stairs.


“Oh, yeah, yeah, don’t keep the commandant waiting.” Jason flips a mock salute.


“Levi?” he calls when we are almost to the stairs. We stop and turn around. “What are our two favorite words?”


“Antioxidants,” Moby recites.


Jason makes his finger into a pistol, points it at us, and winks.


“I’ll take ’em before bed.”


We turn and head up the stairs. I whisper to Moby, “ ‘Antioxidant’ is only one word.”


“Just keep walking,” he whispers back.


The Colonel throws each of us a quick salute when we enter the theater room. He’s in the same chair as always, front row center.


“Perfect timing. Show starts in a few minutes,” he says in his snarly army voice.


“What are we watching tonight, sir?” I ask.


The Colonel sneers. “It’s a show about a bunch of terrorists trying to destroy our way of life!”


“Is it a spy show?”


“Whale Wars.” Moby rolls his eyes.


The Colonel makes a sound like air leaking out of a tire. The show hasn’t even started yet and he’s already grumpy. This is going to be good.


Whale Wars is a reality show where environmental activists try to save whales from getting harpooned by Japanese whalers. I guess people watch it because they have too much time on their hands; either that or they really care about whales. The Colonel watches it like it’s a sport, and he roots hard for the Japanese. Every time the whalers launch a harpoon, he raises his arms in a V, and every time the protestors ram the whalers’ ship, he boos at the screen. I don’t think he realizes that they’re trying to show the whalers as the bad guys. Maybe it’s just a matter of how you look at it. Moby’s parents watch the show in another room, rooting for the other team.


While I catch the Colonel up on what I did over the break, Moby gets down on the floor at his grandpa’s feet and lays down a towel embroidered with the insignia of the US Army. Then he unzips a black case, revealing the Colonel’s pedicure kit. It’s like something an evil dentist would use to torture answers out of someone. It’s actually kind of cool, but I make sure I don’t express any interest. I absolutely do not want to get a lesson in how the tools work—that way I can never get drafted for TD. Colonel Dick calls that “plausible deniability.”
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