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SO HERE I am, not a half-hour old as a tie salesman and trying to look like I know what I am doing, which have got to be two of the biggest jokes of all time, when who should walk into Awkworth & Ames Department Store but Skeezie Tookis.

Now ordinarily I would be happy to see Skeezie, do not get me wrong. In my book, he is a fine fellow, although I have heard him more than once referred to as “that young hooligan.” I suspect this may have to do with his fondness for black leather jackets and slicked-back hair, combined with a certain carelessness in the area of personal hygiene and what I guess you might call a direct manner of speaking, even to those of a more advanced generation. But all I can say is that if you are willing to dig below the surface, you will discover the real Skeezie Tookis, and there you will find as big a heart as was ever produced by the little town of Paintbrush Falls, New York.

If I seem to be going on at some length to defend a character you have barely met (remember, I myself have only just glimpsed him coming toward me through Ladies’ Wear & Accessories, batting at the rows of white cotton nightgowns with hands that look like they may have spent the previous twenty minutes digging a nickel out of a recently tarred road); if, as I say, I am defending him before you’ve even met him, it is because of the look on my boss’s face as he, too, beholds Skeezie’s approach.

The manager of the Men’s Wear & Accessories department is a Mr. Kellerman, although I have already learned that employees under a certain age refer to him as Killer Man. Apparently, he only smiles in private, if then, and he certainly isn’t smiling this particular Friday afternoon.

“It is highly irregular,” he told me right off the bat when I showed up for work after school, “to hire a twelve-year-old as a tie salesman.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, trying to hide my light under a bushel, as my father had that morning advised me. He told me it might not pay to show off how smart I am. Well, I may be smart, but I did not get what a light and a bushel had to do with each other or anything at all, for that matter, but at the moment that was beside the point. I suspect it still is.

“Stock boy, fine,” Killer Man went on, polishing his glasses with the fine silk handkerchief he’d pulled out of the breast pocket of his gray flannel blazer. It is only September and it is still hot in Paintbrush Falls, even if we are pretty far north, but Killer Man has decided, I guess, that the season dictates gray flannel.

“I worked as a stock boy over the summer,” I told him.

“I am aware of that,” Killer Man said.

“In the lawn furniture and garden department.”

“Yes. It’s on your record.” He snapped his silk handkerchief in my direction, then shoved it back in his pocket with—there’s no other word for it—panache. You have to hand it to the guy, he has style, even if he has the personality of a doorstop.

“Well,” he said, sighing dramatically, “it seems that I am stuck with you.”

“Only two afternoons a week,” I pointed out. “And the occasional Saturday.”

“I shall remember to count my blessings.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

So Killer Man hasn’t taken his eyes off me the whole half hour I’ve been standing here trying to look like I know what I am doing, although in point of fact I have been doing zip, when along comes, of all people, Skeezie Tookis, on whom Killer Man is now getting ready to move in, and he doesn’t even know yet that the young hooligan is my friend. And all I’m thinking is, once he does, I’m done for. I’ll be canned before I box my first tie. And I don’t even want to think what my father will have to say about it.

I decide to head trouble off at the pass. I make my move.

“Excuse me, Mr. Kellerman,” I say, “I think I see a customer who needs my assistance.”

“If you are referring to that young hooligan,” Killer Man says (you could chip ice off the words), “Security will take care of him. Don’t waste your time.”

“Oh, it’s not a waste of my time, Mr. Kellerman,” I say. Then, remembering something I read in the six stapled pages Awkworth & Ames gives its new employees, I add, “A customer waiting for assistance is a friend waiting to be made.”

Killer Man grimaces, but there’s not a whole lot he can say to that. I smile a little smugly. I suspect some of my light is leaking out from under its bushel.

“What are you doing here?” I hiss at Skeezie. I do not mean to be hostile, but with Killer Man hanging out behind me like a vulture in the wind, I’ve got to act fast.

“The question is, What are you doing here?” Skeezie asks back. “Geez, look at you. Tie and all.”

He starts to finger my tie, but I don’t let him. “It’s not mine,” I tell him. “If I get it dirty, I have to pay for it out of my salary.”

“What kind of stinkin’ rule is that?” Skeezie retorts. “Is that your boss over there? The Grim Reaper? I’m going to go right over there and tell him, What kind of stinkin’ rule is that?”

I put my hand on Skeezie’s chest. “Don’t,” I say. “Okay? I need this job. If my dad didn’t used to work here, I wouldn’t have this job. So do not mess it up for me, do you hear what I am telling you, Skeezie? Are you reading me, loud and clear?”

With Skeezie it is sometimes necessary to say things more than once.

“Yeah, fine,” says Skeezie. “I get it. But maybe I’ll write a letter to Misters Awkworth and Ames.”

“You do that,” I say.

“I’ll bet Misters Awkworth and Ames are dead,” he goes, picking at his teeth with a grotty thumbnail. “I mean, this store is like a thousand years old, man. Who shops in here anyway?”

I do not have an answer for this. In my half hour as a junior tie salesman, I have not seen another living soul, except for Killer Man, who is questionably living and arguably without a soul, and now Skeezie Tookis, who is definitely not shopping—except maybe for trouble.

We stop talking for a minute and I wonder when the Skeeze is going to get down to business and tell me the purpose of his visit. Killer Man harrumphs in the background.

“So what’s up?” I say at last. “I gotta get back to work.”

“Yeah, that boss of yours is burnin’ holes in your shirt with his eyes. I hope it’s yours, at least. Otherwise, you’re going to have to pay for the damaged goods out of your salary.”

“Very amusing. So,” I repeat, “what’s up?”

Skeezie puts a filthy hand on my shoulder and I am glad the shirt I am wearing is in fact my own. “Bobby,” he says, giving me that deep look he uses to hypnotize his victims when he’s about to hit them up for something. Only this time he isn’t hitting me up for anything other than my attention.

“Bobby,” he says again, “what day of the week is it?”

“Friday,” I give back.

“And what happens on Fridays after school?”

“I go to work at Awkworth & Ames Department Store.”

“As of when?”

“As of today.”

“And what, may I ask, about the Forum?”

“The Forum?” I ask stupidly, because I know exactly of what he is speaking.

Skeezie squeezes his eyes tight and nods his head back and forth, like he’s in pain or something. Only I know it isn’t pain, because I know this look of his and what it is, is he’s telling you how disappointed he is in you. Like you’ve done some terrible thing that has just put a dent in the perfect silver goblet that is his life.

“Bobby, Bobby, Bobby,” he croons, his eyes still squeezed up as tight as if there was a whole pan of frying onions right there in front of him.

“Listen,” I tell him, “I gotta go. I’m sorry about the Forum. Maybe we can do it another day.”

Skeezie’s eyes pop open like his head is a car that’s just been rear-ended.

“Another day? Did I hear you right? What about tradition, my man? I got two people sittin’ down the street at the Candy Kitchen, sittin’ in our booth, Bobsters, the back booth with the torn red leatherette upholstery. They have sent me as their emissary, because we cannot begin the Forum until all are present and accounted for. And you are telling me another day?”

“Mr. Goodspeed,” I hear behind me. It is the voice of the executioner.

“Really, I gotta go,” I tell Skeezie.

Skeezie removes his hand from my shoulder and brushes it off on his jeans, like he’d just picked up some germs or something from my clean shirt, and says, “You can’t let us down, man.”

And I say, “I don’t get out of work until five. Tell Addie and Joe I’m sorry. Maybe I can get my days switched here and next Friday—”

Skeezie walks away, shaking his head.

Killer Man harrumphs again and says behind my back, “Perhaps next Friday you will no longer be working here at all, Mr. Goodspeed.”

And I think, How come life always has to be so complicated? Will it get any easier when I’m an adult?

And then my dad’s life comes to mind and I think, No way.

A few minutes later, I’m watching Killer Man from out of the corner of my eye and he’s standing there tapping his foot and checking his watch, waiting, I figure, for a customer to show up or another day to end, and I’m guessing his life isn’t complicated at all. But I’m also guessing that it isn’t happy. What Killer Man’s life mostly comes down to, I figure, is waiting.

All of a sudden, my mixed-up, preadolescent life seems pretty good. Even working as a tie salesman at Awkworth & Ames Department Store seems pretty good. Because I’m only twelve and I’m just passing through. Mr. Kellerman is stuck here for the rest of his life, with his silk color-coordinated ties and pocket handkerchiefs, waiting every day for a voice to announce, “Shoppers, the store will be closing in fifteen minutes.”

And when the store does close, where does he go? My mind draws a blank.
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SKEEZIE TOOKIS is not the only one who gets names slapped on him just on account of how he looks. Names come Addie’s way, too, only in her case it is because of her being so tall, in addition to the factor of her intelligence, both of which fall on the plus side of the ledger if you happen to be a boy and are major liabilities if you were born into the world a girl. At least, that is my impression of how it goes in the dreaded middle-school years. I will not speak for high school, having neither firsthand experience nor an older sibling to shed wisdom on the subject.

As for Joe, well, he’s been called more names than the world’s most stinking umpire. He even gives himself names, although they are not bad ones and would appear to arise out of a creative urge that runs deep in him. Joe is the most creative person I know—too creative for some people, and maybe that is part of the problem. The other part of the problem is that he acts more like a girl than a boy much of the time, and this makes people nervous. Especially other boys. Joe figures he is who he is and what’s the big deal, and I figure he is right about that.

Me, I’ve been called, amongst other things, Pork Chop, Roly-Poly, Dough Boy, and Fluff. I hated that last one most of all. It was the name of choice back in third grade when I ate peanut butter and Marshmallow Fluff sandwiches every day for lunch. Everybody called me Fluff that year. Or almost everybody. Not my best friends. And not the teachers. They called me Bobby or Robert, and they were all very nice to me that year, as if I had special needs. Which I guess I would have to say I did. But the way I figure it is, Who doesn’t have special needs?

Anyway, most of the kids called me Fluff, and I kept thinking, This is so stupid, because there’s a lot more to me than half of what I put in a sandwich. Though I expect the name had more to do with the obvious results of eating nonstop Marshmallow Fluff than the fact of doing it. But still, I wonder if maybe everybody gets names hung on them for only a little part of who they are.

Maybe even Killer Man.

Kids who get called the worst names oftentimes find each other. That’s how it was with us. Skeezie Tookis and Addie Carle and Joe Bunch and me. We call ourselves the Gang of Five, but there are only four of us. We do it to keep people on their toes. Make ’em wonder. Or maybe we do it because we figure that there’s one more kid out there who’s going to need a gang to be a part of. A misfit, like us.

Sometimes I am sitting with Addie and Joe and Skeezie at lunch—at our table way off to the side and down at the end of the cafeteria, out of harm’s way—and I get to thinking in a philosophical manner and what I’m thinking is this: Maybe it’s the whole rest of the seventh grade at Paintbrush Falls Middle School who’s misfits. Maybe when they grow up and go out into the big, wide world, they will see that Paintbrush Falls was the only place they could ever feel at home, because the rest of the world is made up of people more like me and the rest of the Gang of Five and Daryl Williams, who stutters and you can see in his eyes how much it hurts just to try and say hello, or that girl who moved here last year and you can hardly tell she’s breathing she’s so afraid of being noticed, but then she keeps drawing these amazing pictures that Mr. Minelli says are “touched by genius.” In other words: people who are misfits because they’re just who they are instead of “fits,” who are like everybody else.

Anyway, I do not want you thinking that I or Addie or Joe or Skeezie feel sorry for ourselves. We do not. Other people may call us names or think we’re weird or whatever, but that does not mean we believe them. We may be misfits, but we’re okay. Leastwise, in our own eyes we are, and that’s all that really matters.

Addie is the one who got us all together. Of course, Addie and I were actually “together” since before either of us can remember because our moms were best friends when we were born, so we became best friends, too. Then Joe moved in next door to Addie when we were four. As for Skeezie, well, I didn’t think he’d have any friends, the way he was. In kindergarten, he got labeled a troublemaker right off the bat and everybody just kind of knew to steer clear of him; at least, you did if you didn’t want a chunk of your hair cut off when you weren’t looking or a gob of paste shoved down your underpants.

It was Addie who decided in the second grade that what Skeezie needed was a friend. She sent him a secret Valentine. It said, “I think you are nice even if you act like a moron.” Skeezie did not know what “moron” meant. He thought it was a compliment. So he announced in front of the whole class, “If whoever wrote this Valentine tells me who they are, I will give them a dollar.”

Before Miss Haskell could shush the class and tell Skeezie he would do no such thing, Addie had her hand in the air and said, “I wrote it.” Of course, so did every other kid in the class because we all wanted the dollar. But Addie proved she was telling the truth by providing a sample of her handwriting and Miss Haskell believed her and Skeezie believed her and—here’s the part nobody could believe—he did not cut off any of her hair or paste any of her clothing to any of her body parts. He gave her the dollar, and they became friends.

From that day on, Skeezie stopped making trouble. Just like that. Cold turkey. And even though he still acts a little tough and dresses like a fugitive from West Side Story, he is at heart the kind of person your mother wants you to be friends with. And all on account of Addie.

Addie has always been like that. If she believes something, she does not keep it inside her head like private property with a NO TRESPASSING sign up; she puts it out there in the world and says, “Deal with it.” She is not afraid of anything. Not even the names people call her.

On Monday of the second week of school, she strikes again, this time in Ms. Wyman’s homeroom. Ms. Wyman is the seventh-grade math teacher. She is also a believer in the religion of Self-Esteem. Her room is plastered with these signs that say things like, TODAY IS THE FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIFE and IF YOU DON’T BELIEVE IN YOURSELF, WHO WILL? She keeps fresh flowers on her desk and she likes to start each day with these deep yoga breaths so we’ll all be “centered” and “at our best.” She’s so sweet sometimes you swear you can smell muffins baking. But here is the bad news about Ms. Wyman: If you cross her, watch out. That smiley face of hers’ll fall off like a mask that’s popped its elastic, and underneath is a dragon lady. And that Ms. Wyman, I swear, wouldn’t blink at removing your liver with her bare hands and eating it with a spoon.

So it is particularly nervy of Addie to do what she does, it being in Ms. Wyman’s homeroom and only the second week of school and all.

“We will now stand and say the Pledge of Allegiance.”

Some sixth-grade voice I do not recognize is giving the morning announcements over the P.A. Ms. Wyman looks mildly annoyed to have her morning yoga breaths interrupted, but she smiles indulgently at the box on the wall and says, “Boys and girls, please rise.”

We do.

“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of…”

It is then I notice that not all of us has risen. One of us is sitting with her hands folded on her desk and a new look for a new day resting comfortably on her face.

“Addie Carle,” Ms. Wyman says after the rest of us finish and sit down.

“Yes, Ms. Wyman?”

“Would you care to tell the class why you did not rise and say the Pledge of Allegiance with us this morning?”

“Yes, Ms. Wyman.” Addie takes a deep breath. “I looked the word ‘pledge’ up in the dictionary and it said—”

“Furniture polish,” Kevin Hennessey mutters. A bunch of boys around him laugh, Jimmy Lemon loudest of all.

Ms. Wyman furrows her brow. “Continue, Addie,” she says.

“It said, well, it actually said lots of things because the word ‘pledge’ has multiple meanings, as many words do, but as best I could make out, the meaning that applied to the Pledge of Allegiance was this.” She lifts a piece of paper from her desk and reads, “ ‘Pledge: A promise or agreement by which one binds himself to do or forbear something.’ ”

She clears her throat.

“Now, besides the fact that the dictionary is hopelessly sexist and it should have said ‘himself or herself… ‘”

Somebody says, “Here goes Know-It-All.”

Addie presses on. “Well, admittedly, what is pledged is allegiance—or loyalty—to one’s country. But isn’t there the implication of a promise of liberty and justice for all? And do we have liberty and justice for all in this country? I think not.”

She casts her eye on DuShawn Carter, who conveniently is seated to her right and even more conveniently is African-American.

“Addie,” Ms. Wyman says. “I think perhaps—”

“Did you happen to read this morning’s New York Times?” Addie continues. I make a mental note to tell Addie later about my liver-eating theory in regards to Ms. Wyman and to suggest that it might be best not to interrupt her.

“Well, my parents subscribe to The New York Times,” Addie says, to the accompaniment of groans, “and it’s a good thing they do. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know half of what’s going on in the world. Have you seen what is happening in the unfair metropolis of New York? You cannot be a black man and walk down the streets of that city without the word ‘guilty’ stamped on your forehead. The police arrest you—or worse—just because of the color of your skin. I do not call that liberty and—”

“Miss Carle—”

“Ms. Wyman, I will not utter empty words, falsehoods, and lies.” Addie walks to the front of the room and dramatically presents Ms. Wyman with a piece of paper on which she’s neatly penned her dictionary definition of the word “pledge,” along with a torn-out page of the newspaper.

Returning to her seat, she says, “I rest my case.”

Sitting, she lets out a gigantic fart and turns bright red. Pretty much everybody cracks up. I am sticking the sharp point of my compass into my thumb to keep from laughing because, after all, Addie is one of my best friends.

“Kevin Hennessey!” Ms. Wyman exclaims. I’m sure she figures it is Kevin who put the whoopee cushion on Addie’s chair, because statistically speaking—and statistics are Ms. Wyman’s raison d’être (which is French for “reason to be,” in case not knowing what something means in another language gets in the way of your following the action)—you’d have a pretty good bet that Kevin is guilty of just about anything that happens in school. Anything of a subversive or out-and-out nasty nature, that is. Once Skeezie retired as School Bad Boy, Kevin took over the job. But I have the feeling it isn’t Kevin this time. No, I have the feeling it is Addie’s Living, Breathing Symbol of Social Injustice who has placed the whoopee cushion on her chair. I mean, DuShawn Carter is laughing so hard he is pretty near busting a gut.
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EVERY FRIDAY after school since the beginning of sixth grade, Addie, Joe, Skeezie, and I have gathered at the Candy Kitchen, last booth on the right—the one with the aforementioned torn red leatherette seats—to discuss important issues and eat ice cream. We call this the Forum. Due to the change in my employment status, we canned holding the Forum on a specific day of the week and decided we’d have it whenever we felt like it. The Friday Forum became the Floating Forum.

The minutes of the First Floating Forum of the Seventh-Grade Year are as follows:


	Addie: Today’s topic for discussion is “Liberty and Justice for All.”

	
Skeezie: Do you have to write down every single word?

	Addie: Talk more slowly, please.

	Skeezie: Geesh.

	Addie: Well, I guess we all know what happened in Ms. Wyman’s homeroom class this morning.

	Joe: You told us at lunch.

	Skeezie: It is all you talked about at lunch.

	Joe: Wait a minute, did you write my name down as Joe?

	Addie: That is your name, the last I heard.

	Joe: Not anymore. Now it’s Scorpio.

	Skeezie: Scorpio?!

	Joe: You should talk, with a name like Skeezie.

	Bobby: What happened to Jodan?

	Joe: Oh, that putting-my-first-and-middle-names-together thing? That is sooo last week. I like Scorpio. It has, oh, I don’t know, energy.

	Skeezie: How about Plunger?

	Joe: Plunger?

	
Skeezie: Yeah, like in toilet plunger. You get one of those things working, man, talk about energy.

	Joe: Wait a minute, I think I hear someone laughing. Oops, my mistake, that was someone gagging in the next booth.

	Skeezie: Ha.

	Addie: Excuse me, could we get back to the topic?

	Joe: Could you write my name as Scorpio?

	Addie: Okay, fine.

	Scorpio: Thank you.

	Addie: You’re welcome. Now, what I want to know is if you guys think there is liberty and justice for all in this country.

	Scorpio: No way.

	Bobby: Well, I think what the Pledge of Allegiance is about is idealism. You know, like, what we aim for.

	Addie: But that’s not what is says. It says promise.

	Bobby: Where? It doesn’t say that word.

	
Addie: Well, pledge, promise, same thing. The point is—

	Scorpio: The point is there’s no way there is freedom and justice for everybody in this country. It’s, well, I don’t mean it’s like a total, you know, a totalism kind of thing, whatever it’s called.

	Addie: Totalitarianism.

	Scorpio: Yeah, that. I mean, it’s not like we’ve got some dictator guy telling everybody they have to, I don’t know, like, wear polyester all the time or something grotesque like that.

	Skeezie: Oh, yeah, there’s a fate worse than death. Synthetics.

	Addie: I think we’re getting a little off the—

	Bobby: It’s cool that you’re not saying the Pledge, Addie, I mean it’s cool that you’re standing up for your principles and all, but—

	Addie: Thank you.

	Bobby: But what difference does it make? I mean, just because you sit there and don’t say the words with everybody else, that’s not going to help some poor guy hundreds of miles downstate in New York City who gets beaten up just because he’s black or poor or something.

	Addie: I contend that it does make a difference.

	Skeezie: Oo, she contends. Where’s our food, if you don’t mind my asking?

	Addie: Yes, I contend that every act of conscience makes a difference.

	Skeezie: But you’re talking about New York City. We don’t have the same kinds of problems here.

	Scorpio: Hello. Are you kidding? Of course we do.

	Addie: Just on a smaller scale. It’s important to bring attention—

	Bobby: My dad says it’s better just to get along, not make waves. He says bringing attention can be a dangerous thing.

	Addie: Of course it can! Just look at Abraham Lincoln or Martin Luther King or… or…

	Scorpio: Madonna. Or RuPaul.

	Addie: I don’t think they’re in quite the same league, Joe. I mean, Scorpio.

	
Scorpio: They bring attention! They’re like, “In your face, world! Look at me! This is who I am and if you don’t like it, stuff it! I’m as good as anybody else!”

	Skeezie: Tell it!

	Bobby: Whatever. The thing is, Ms. Wyman is not going to let you not say the Pledge, Addie, so what is the point?

	Addie: Excuse me? I do not believe Ms. Wyman has the right to tell me what I can and cannot say. Have you never heard of the First Amendment?

	Skeezie: Has that bozo who took our order never heard of first come, first served? Did you see that? He just gave them their food and they came in here after we did!

	Bobby: Maybe they’re friends of his.

	Skeezie: There you are, Addie, a perfect example of how there’s no liberty and justice for all. In a just world, I’d be slurping my Dr Pepper by now and instead I’m sitting here parched and deprived because Mr. HellomynameisAdam is giving preferential treatment to his friends. Justice, I say! Justice!

	Addie: Skeezie, stop pounding on the table. You’re making a scene.

	Skeezie: Justice! Justice!

	Bobby: I thought you wanted to bring attention, Addie.

	Addie: There’s bringing attention and then there’s bringing attention. I mean, a little kid throwing a tantrum in public is bringing attention and that’s closer to what Skeezie’s doing right now than my standing up for—

	Scorpio: I was just thinking. RuPaul. I really like the sound of that. I think I’m going to be Jodan again. Except I’ll make the “D” capital, so you have to, like, emphasize the second syllable, you know? Jo-Dan.


	Addie: What are you talking about?

	Scorpio: No, no, don’t write Scorpio, write…

	Addie: Oh, I get it. Okay.

	
JoDan: Yeah, like that. That’s cool.

	Skeezie: I thought that was so last week.

	JoDan: With a small “d.” That was so last week.

	Skeezie: Right, whatever.

	Addie: So about liberty and justice for—

	Skeezie: All right! Here’s our food. See, a little protest’ll work every time. You were right, Addie! It pays to act on your conscience. Hey, I learned something today. These Forums are way cool. Hey, hey, wait a minute.

	Hellomy nameis Adam: What’s wrong?

	Skeezie: This Dr Pepper is flat, my man. You gotta get me another.

	Hellomy nameis Adam: Look…

	Skeezie: Justice! Justice!

	Hellomy nameis Adam: All right, all right. Just cool your jets, will you?

	Skeezie: Peace, brother.



We do not record the rest of the proceedings, since we never do get back on the topic. If I recall correctly, we spend the rest of our time at the Candy Kitchen that Monday talking about who are the meanest teachers in seventh grade and who are the best. Ms. Wyman scores points in both categories.
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TUESDAY MORNING, we get to school, and what do we find scrawled in big ugly marker on Joe’s locker but the word Fagot.

Joe is outraged.

“Don’t they teach spelling in this school?” he goes, then yells across the hall to Kevin Hennessey, who is wearing his usual smirk, “There are two ‘g’s in ‘faggot,’ you numbskull!”

“I didn’t do it!” Kevin shouts back. “Not this time, anyways.”

“Yeah, well, tell your illiterate friends that if they’re going to call names, they should at least know how to spell them.”

“Okay, f-a-i-r-y,” Kevin retorts with an evil grin.

Joe gives him the raspberry.

“Liver pâté,” I mutter under my breath, which is code for: Ms. Wyman should rip his liver out, toss it in a blender, and serve it on crackers.

Joe and Kevin have been doing this little dance together since kindergarten when Kevin told the whole class that Joey didn’t have a pee-pee and Joe announced in a loud voice that he had two pee-pees and Kevin was just jealous.

“Faggot,” Kevin Hennessey spits as the bell rings.

“Numbskull of Unknown Paternal Origin,” Joe spits back.

“Good one,” I say.
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