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one


It
was three-thirty, so I was running.  I always ran at that time, as soon as the
school bell rang.  It was my daily run, like the lady who lives across the
street jogs every morning at seven.  I don't think I'd like to run that early.
Of course, I didn't really like to run at this time either.  But I had no
choice.


I
was being chased.


I
cut the corner hard at Mrs. Baker's hedgerow on Fourth Street and turned north on
  Drake Avenue.  Two more blocks, and I'd be home and safe.  I was halfway down
the block, and there was only silence behind me. 


Hey,
maybe they turned back!  


But
then I heard the high-pitched engines that powered their scooters buzzing
behind me like a pack of angry bees. 


Dang,
they hadn't turned back.  


I glanced back just as the school bullies rounded the
corner riding their scooters like a motorcycle gang.  Push, Shove, Punch, and
Trip.  Not their names.  Their modus operandi.  (I heard that on TV.)  Biff,
Bud, Rod, and … where was Vic?  They were the biggest kids in fourth grade
because they should be in fifth grade.  Their parents had held them back in kindergarten
so they'd be bigger for football when they got to high school.  They were
athletes.  I was not.  I struggled with my weight.


"Hey,
fat boy!" Bud yelled.  "You might as well stop and take it like a
man!"


Take
it like a man?  I'm only ten.   


I crossed Third Street at the stop sign without
stopping and ran past Mrs. Cushing's purple house—oh, wow, her pansies had
bloomed.  She had gotten the house in the divorce, I heard Mom say, and she had been way too young for Mr. Cushing anyway, another mom had said.  Mrs.
Cushing was a favorite topic of discussion among the neighborhood moms, and not
because she had painted her house purple after the divorce, but because she
always tended her garden in snug short-shorts, like now, which for some reason
really annoyed the other moms.  I think they were just jealous of her garden.  I
waved at her—"Hi, Mrs. Cushing!"  She was bent over so she waved back
between her legs—"Hi, Max!"  Boy, she had a really nice garden.  All
the dads in the neighborhood thought so too; they walked their dogs by her
house whenever she was outside just to admire her garden.


"We're
coming for you, four-eyes!" Rod yelled.


I
wore my rec specs (secured to my head by a wide elastic band) for PE and the
chase home each day.  I took a quick check back—they were gaining on me fast.  But
I only had one more block.  My house stood at the corner of Drake and Second Street.  


At
the bottom of the hill.


Just
past Mrs. Cushing's house, the sidewalk turned downward.  We called it a hill
although it was really just a gentle slope, but enough that I had to run faster
to keep from falling over forward and tumbling down the sidewalk.  My big
backpack bounced on my shoulders, my baggy cargo shorts flapped in the breeze
like sails, and my red high-topped Legend Jones sneakers slapped the pavement.
Sweat trickled down my face—September in Texas was still hot—and my T-shirt
stuck to my chest.  I could hear myself sucking air like a vacuum cleaner, and my
stomach was feeling really nauseous, but it always did by this point in the
chase, especially when it was pizza day at lunch.  But the heat made it worse
today.  A lot worse. 


"You
can run, but you can't hide!" Biff shouted.


I'm
sure as heck gonna try!


The
last hedgerow before my house was now in sight.  If I could get around those
hedges I would be in my own driveway and then in my own yard.  Even these guys
wouldn't try anything in my yard … at least I didn't think they would.  I
focused on the hedgerow and pumped my arms and legs even harder.  I glanced
back at them one last time and then I—


"Uggghhhh."


—ran
into a brick wall and collapsed to the concrete.


I lay face down on the sidewalk, and my backpack sat on
top of my head.  The sun had baked the sidewalk all day, so the concrete was
pretty hot, which made my stomach feel even worse.  I pushed my backpack off
and sat up.  My right knee burned with pain, and blood oozed from a nasty road
rash.  


I
looked up.  


The
brick wall was named Vic.  He was almost twelve and the biggest of the bullies,
and he was standing over me with his fists on his hips.  He had come up Second Street and cut me off at the hedgerow.  I now sat on the sidewalk in front of the
house next door, invisible to anyone at my house.  Of course, no one was at my
house.  I was alone and surrounded by Vic and his posse.    


Again.



They
had thick bodies for eleven-year-old boys—knowing them, they might already be
on steroids—and looked especially menacing in their black Under Armour
sleeveless compression shirts, long black Nike shorts, and black Legend Jones
All-Pro "1" signature competition sneakers with the cool Velcro ankle
flaps, the $150 style that we couldn't afford.  Their sharp flattops made
them look like young action-figures.  They wanted to get barbed-wire tattoos
around their biceps like pro football players, but the school district's code
of conduct prohibited tattoos until middle school.  


"Hiya,
Max," Vic said.  "Did you really think we were gonna let you get past
the hedge?  We ain't stupid."


"That's
not what your report card says," I said before I knew it.  


Vic
was the oldest but not the brightest kid in fourth grade so it took a moment
for that remark to register.  When it did, his flat face turned dark.  Which
meant he was going to do something bad.  He did.  He snatched my backpack.  I held
onto the straps, but the other guys yanked my hair from behind and pulled me
back.  I wore my curly reddish-brown hair long and wild, which Mom said was a statement of my personal individuality but which definitely was not an advantage
in moments like this—it made for an easy handhold.  Vic finally ripped the backpack
from my hands then stood straight and searched the pockets.


"Where's
that iPod I saw at lunch?"         


"Don't
you dare touch it, Vic!  My dad gave it to me for my birthday!"


"And
that means what to me?"  


He
found my iPod.  


"You
steal it, Vic, I'm gonna report you to the police!  For grand theft iPod!"


Vic's
face changed.  He was obviously trying to think things out—a criminal record
might affect his chances for a football scholarship … well, maybe at some
colleges in Texas—which explained his pained expression.  


"Oh
… well … then I guess I won't steal it."


Ha.
The threat to his football scholarship had worked.  I held up an open hand.  I
always tried to project an outward appearance of confidence even though inside
I was so scared I thought I might pee my pants.  Like now.  Basically, I had
learned to survive on my wits, like most kids who struggled with their weight.
But sometimes, I should just shut up.  This was one of those times.   


"Hand
it over, Vic, and no one gets hurt."


Vic's
face changed again, like a thunderstorm had blown across his brain.  His eyes
turned two shades darker.  He didn't put the iPod in my hand.  He dropped it on
the sidewalk then stomped on it like Mom that time she saw a cockroach in the
kitchen.  He pounded my iPod into pieces.


"How's
that for hurt?" Vic said.


I
stared at my busted iPod and felt the anger rising inside me again and the heat
wash over my body.  My fists clenched.  I wanted so badly to stand up and punch
Vic right in his big fat nose.  Sometimes when the anger got the best of me I
punched the walls in my room, but difference was, the walls didn't punch back.
Vic did.  Hard.  Then the others would join in.  Push, Shove, Punch, and Trip.
I had been there and done that before, and I was too scared to go there again.
Too weak to stand up to the bullies.  Max Dugan had always been the weak kid in
school.  I felt tears coming into my eyes, but I fought them.  I bit my lower
lip and clenched my jaws and squeezed my eyes shut … but nothing worked.
Hot tears squirted out of my eyes and burned my cheeks.


"Oh,
look, we made Max cry again."


They
stood over me and laughed.  Their laughter hurt as much as their fists.  They ganged
up on me and pushed my head down and grabbed at my rec specs, and they were
getting really rough with me now so I tried to stand and run but Vic punched me
right in the gut, and I sank down to my knees and grabbed my stomach, and I felt
a bad rumbling deep inside, and that nasty burning taste suddenly filled the
back of my throat and then a terrible hot sensation washed over me like a big
wave, that awful feeling that happens right before you … throw up.


I
threw up.


Pepperoni-and-sausage
pizza.  Two … no, three pieces from lunch.  Two cartons of chocolate milk.
An ice cream sandwich.  Salted peanuts from the vending machine.  A bag of
regular M&Ms.  A Butterfinger bar in the restroom before recess, a Reese's
peanut butter cup during recess, and a bag of Cheetos after recess.  Half a pop
tart during English.  Three cheese crackers during History.  Four yogurt
pretzels during art class.  And … oh, yeah, a chewy granola bar during
study hall … and maybe even some scrambled eggs and whole wheat toast lingering
from breakfast.  All partially digested and mixed together in one hot stinking
blob that exploded from my belly and erupted out of my mouth like a volcano and
spewed all over—


The
bullies' $150 sneakers.  


They
shrieked and jumped back.  "You moron!" Vic yelled.  "You puked
on my Legends!  They're brand new!"


Wow,
that was a lot of hurl.  The last five months, I'd been eating a lot more
than normal, and I had gained almost ten pounds.  The therapist said I was
seeking solace—whatever that was—in food.  But still, that was a lot of hurl.


"Man,
what'd you eat?" Bud said.


"How
much did you eat?" Rod said.


"What's
that yellow stuff?" Biff said. 


Must
be the Cheetos.  I tried to spit out the throw-up taste, but it stuck to my
mouth like Elmer's Glue (which I used to eat as a kid).


"You're
gonna pay for my shoes!" Vic said.  


"You're
gonna pay for my iPod."


"Difference
is, Max, I can beat you up.  You can't beat me up."  


He
took a step toward me as if to hit me again, but I felt a second wave coming so
I grabbed my stomach and gagging noises came from somewhere deep inside me.  It
turned out to be a false alarm, but Vic backed away just the same.  He jabbed
the air in front of my face instead.


"One
hundred fifty dollars, Max!  Bring it to school tomorrow or you're dead!"


"Double
that," Bud said.


"Triple,"
Rod said.


"Uhh
…" Biff frowned.  "Whatever four is."


"Quadruple,"
I said.


"Yeah,
that."


Let's
see:  four times $150 equals … How much?  Well, 150 plus 150 equals 300, I
knew that, so 150 plus 150 plus 150 plus 150 would equal— 


"Six
hundred dollars?  You want me to rob a bank?"


"Or
your mother's purse," Vic said.


"We
don't have that kind of money."


"You
better find it."  To his buddies:  "Come on, I gotta get his barf off
me." 


He
grabbed the handlebars to his scooter and turned it toward Second Street, but
Rod pointed toward Third Street and said, "Mrs. Cushing's working in her
yard."


"Really?"
Vic gave him a devious grin.  "Let's check out her garden."


Odd.
I wouldn't have pegged them for horticulturalists, like Mrs. Cushing.  One
neighborhood mom had gotten really mad because her husband spent too much time
admiring Mrs. Cushing's garden and told my mom that Mrs. Cushing was nothing
but a horticulturalist, or something like that.  Vic and his boys jumped on
their scooters and buzzed up the hill to Mrs. Cushing's house.


"Six
hundred bucks, Max," Vic yelled over his shoulder, "or you're
dead!"


I
wanted to run home and tell my big brother so he would chase them down and beat
them up and tell them to leave me alone or he'd beat them up again.  But I
didn't have a big brother.  I had a big sister.  If I told her, she'd say,
"Max, you're supposed to be the man of the house now, so you've got to man
up and show those bullies they can't push you around."  Yeah, like that
was going to happen—I was ten years old and puberty was still a distant dream.
How was I supposed to man up?  


And
I couldn't tell Mom; she had enough to worry about.


I
sighed with the agony of defeat.  Throwing up on their Legends was pretty cool,
but now their bullying would only get worse, if that was possible.  And six
hundred dollars?  It might as well be six million.  I was as good as dead.


I
wiped my mouth on my sleeve then picked up the remains of the iPod off the
sidewalk.  I stood and shoved the pieces into my pocket then grabbed my
backpack and slung it over my shoulder.  When my head came up I noticed a pale face
in the second-story window of the neighbors' house.  A kid's face.  He looked about
my age.  They had moved in only last weekend, but we hadn't met.  Mom had taken them a pie (coconut cream, my favorite) and knocked on the door but no one had
answered so she left it on their front porch.  His expression did not show
anger at the bullies or sympathy for me.  It was more of a curious look.  Like
the scene that had just played out in front of his house fascinated him.  I
gave him a lame shrug and waved.  He held an open hand to the window.  


I
trudged around the hedgerow to my house.








 


 


two


We
lived in an old two-story frame house in an old neighborhood with lots of trees
just south of downtown Austin and Lady Bird Lake.  The wood siding was yellow and
the trim was white.  It needed to be repainted.  And repaired.  And renovated.
We couldn't afford to hire someone to do all the work that needed to be done
because money was tight now, but when I'm big enough, I'm going to take care of
all that stuff, just like Dad did.  


I
really am.  When I'm big enough.


I
stopped at the mailbox and removed a stack of white envelopes.  Uh-oh.  More
bills.  I could see the same bold-print words through the thin envelopes:  PAST
DUE.  I always wanted to hide the bills because I hated to watch Mom open them; with each one she slumped further down in her chair, like the pieces of paper
weighed a ton.


I
walked down the driveway that ran along the hedgerow to the backyard.  We had a
big yard with a playscape my dad had built.  The grass needed to be mowed—Dad had
always kept the yard looking perfect—but the yard men wanted fifty
dollars a week, which we couldn't afford.  I wanted to mow the grass, but Mom said I wasn't old enough to safely operate the power mower.  Mom was just being
overprotective—again, like when she covers my eyes in the check-out line at the
grocery store so I don't read the tabloids—but Dad always said she just didn't
want us to grow up too fast, that she wanted us to enjoy our childhood.  Which
was nice, sure, but if she had her way, I'd still be wearing Barney
underwear.  She thought they were so cute, but let me tell you, that
kind of cute can get you beat up in second grade.  Actually, it had.  Anyway,
I'm going to mow the grass.


One
day.  When I'm old enough.


At
the end of the driveway was a detached garage with a basketball hoop and a
studio apartment above that my dad and I had converted into our man cave.  We had
our man talks up there and watched the Red Sox games on cable (Dad had grown up
in Boston so he was a member of the Red Sox nation).  I hadn't been back inside
the man cave since.  


The
garage below was empty.  Mom wasn't home yet.


A
dog barked, and I flinched.  But it was just Butch, the pit bull in the yard
back of ours, barking like the deranged dog he was and trying to climb the tall
chain link fence like he wanted to run over and attack me.  He did.  But he couldn't
climb the fence (I didn't think).  Still, he was pretty scary.  When he got
out—which he managed to do at least once a week—he enjoyed terrorizing the neighborhood
kids.  Especially me.


I
hated that dog.  


I
wanted my own dog.  I wanted to throw a stick and yell "Fetch!" and
watch him chase across the yard and, well, fetch.  We were going to get a
golden retriever, but we can't afford a dog now.  Mom said dog food and
veterinarians cost too much so a dog would have to wait.  But some day I would
have a dog. 


Some
day.


I
spit out the throw-up taste again then walked around to the back door and dug
my key out of my backpack.  I unlocked the door and went inside and into the
kitchen.  I tossed the bills on the table then emptied my lunch box and stashed
it in the lower cabinet.  None of the cabinets had doors, and the floor was the
cement slab.  The walls were bright yellow (Mom said the prior owner's only sense
of taste was in his mouth).  Mom and Dad had gotten a good deal on the house
because it was a serious fixer-upper, but Dad hadn't finished fixing it up when
his National Guard unit had gotten called up.  His favorite show was This
Old House.  We had moved into this old house four years ago right after
Maddy had been born and Dad had been promoted to station chief.  He was a
fireman, and the house was his project.  


It
looked like a construction project.


Mom or Dad used to always be home to greet us after school.  If Dad were here, he'd give me a
big hug and say, "Max, my boy!  How was school?"  Then we'd toss the
ball in the backyard or shoot hoops or work on the house until dinner.  After
dinner, we'd do homework (he understood math; I didn't).  If he was at the fire
station for his twenty-four-hour shift, he'd always call to see how my day had
gone.  


But
now the house sat empty and silent.  


I
climbed the stairs.  Scarlett's bedroom was off to the left, mine to the
right.  Her door was closed, but she wasn't home.  Scarlett was in eighth grade
and always had after-school activities—on Wednesdays it was band—so Mom picked her and Maddy up on her way home from work, unless she was running late.  I never,
ever entered her room, not even to snoop around her stuff while she was gone; a
fourteen-year-old girl's room was just too creepy.  Dad always said, "Max,
God didn't intend for guys to understand girls, which is why He gave us a
hundred sports channels on cable."  


Made
sense.


Scarlett
and I shared a bathroom, which neither of us liked.  The sharing, not the
bathroom.  She didn't like that I left the toilet seat up and sometimes forgot
to flush; I didn't like that she hung her personal items to dry over the shower
curtain rod.  I mean, a guy my age didn't need to see that kind of stuff.
Fortunately, none of that stuff was there to see when I walked into the
bathroom.  I brushed my teeth then rinsed with mint-flavored mouthwash to get
rid of the throw-up taste, but I couldn't get rid of the smell.  Then I got a
washcloth off the shelf and soaped it up.  I sat on the bare wood floor and
wiped the blood off my knee and scrubbed the road rash.  


Yow,
that stung!  


I
patted it dry then found a big Band-Aid in the medicine cabinet and stuck it
over the scrape.  I rinsed the washcloth.  I could hear the water running
through the exposed pipes because Dad had torn down the walls, but he had deployed
before he could put up the new Sheetrock panels that were stacked out in the
garage.  The Army didn't ask if it was a convenient time for him to fight a
war; they just ordered him to Afghanistan, like he didn't have a job or a house
to fix up or a family to take care of.  


I
stood, went into my room, and shut the door.  I dropped my backpack on the
floor then pulled the broken iPod out of my pocket.  I set the pieces on my
dresser in front of the big photo of us that Mom had taken at the airport the
day Dad deployed; he was standing between me and Scarlett in his desert camouflage
fatigues with his big arms wrapped around us.  Maddy stood in front with a
frown; she had a mad on that day because Dad was leaving.  I did too, but I
tried to smile anyway.  


I
always liked looking at photos of Dad in his Army uniforms.  He was on active
duty back before I was born.  He had been stationed in a lot of foreign
countries, like Germany and California.  When he got out of the Army, he stayed
in the Guard, moved to Austin, and became a fireman.  And a home repairman.  He
could fix anything and build everything.  We always joked that if he had been
the guy in that Castaway movie, after five years on that island he'd
have built a house with running water and a vegetable garden.  He could survive
on a deserted island just fine. 


But
a war was different. 


A
bottle of Old Spice aftershave sat next to the photo.  I picked it up, pulled the
top plug, and sniffed.  I always liked the way Dad smelled, but I was starting
to forget his scent so Mom gave me his aftershave.  I was sniffing the Old
Spice and staring at Dad's image and getting sad when I felt someone's eyes on
me.  I looked up, and in the dresser mirror I saw Legend Jones smiling at me
from the big poster—Buy Legend sneakers - Be a star—taped to the closet
door across the room.  For some reason—or maybe for no reason—Legend's smile
turned my sad into mad.  


I
threw the broken iPod across the room at his image.  


My
face felt hot so I went over and opened the big double window.  My room looked
out over the driveway and the hedgerow and the new neighbors' backyard.  The
breeze blew in and cooled me down.  The window was low with shutters that
opened out.  There was no screen.  Dad had finished the shutters but not the
screen, so I could sit on the window sill and dangle one leg outside, which I often
did; it was a good place to think.  But I had to be careful to always lock the
shutter and the window when I left my room because one time Mom found Maddy sitting on the window sill and really freaked out.  It was a long drop to the
driveway below.  


My
room was my man cave now.  I didn't have cable TV or even my own computer up
here; we shared a family computer down in the den.  But I had movie posters on
the walls—Star Wars and Star Trek and Men in Black with
Agent K's quote:  "Fifteen hundred years ago, everybody knew the Earth was
the center of the universe.  Five hundred years ago, everybody knew the Earth
was flat, and fifteen minutes ago you knew that people were alone on this
planet.  Imagine what you'll know tomorrow."


A telescope stood by the
window, my science fiction books on the bookshelf (I was a sci-fi guy so I had
never gotten into Harry Potter like most kids, but I did like that Diary
of a Wimpy Kid), and a chessboard on a little table in the corner (Dad had
tried to teach me) next to my sports rack with my basketball and baseball bat,
glove, and ball (I played rec).  A huge tub of Legos sat in another corner.  I
used to build all sorts of stuff with Legos, but I had lost interest.


I
had lost interest in most things now.


I
flopped on my bed and stared at the ceiling.  Dad had painted it black so when
I turned my solar system lamp on in the dark, it looked like the night sky with
the sun and the planets and the stars.  When he came up to say good-night, he'd
always lie next to me and we'd say prayers then we'd talk about space and stuff,
like if there were other life forms out there.  Dad said it was dumb for us to
believe that we were the only intelligent beings in the universe.  "All
you've got to do is watch those reality TV shows to know there's got to be someone
smarter than us out there," he said.  He'd always kiss me on my forehead
and say, "I love you, buddy."  You never know how important your dad
is until he's not there to kiss you good-night.


Tears
came into my eyes.  


I
felt weak and I felt sad and I felt mad.  I rolled over and punched Jabba the
Hutt in the Star Wars poster on the wall hard enough to hurt my hand.
But I didn't feel the pain.  I retrieved my stuffed bear from its hiding place
between my bed and the wall and pulled off my rec specs then buried my face in
my pillow and hugged my bear and cried some more until I fell asleep.





"Wake
up!"


I
opened my eyes to a girl on fire.  I screamed.


"Aah!"


"You're
dreaming again, Max.  It's just me."


"Oh."


Scarlett's
flaming red hair looked like real flames … at least when I was still groggy
and wasn't wearing my glasses and was waking up from that same bad dream (don't
ask).  She sniffed the air.


"What's
that smell?  Sour milk?"  


Some
of the hurl must have gotten on my clothes.  We'd have to burn everything I was
wearing to get rid of the throw-up smell.  Scarlett sniffed again then shook
her head.  


"Come
downstairs and help.  Mom's running late again."


Then
she was gone.  I looked at the clock.  It was after five.  I stuffed the bear
back into its hiding place—Scarlett knew I still slept with the bear, but she never
made fun of me—then I climbed out of bed and closed and locked the shutters and
window.  I swapped out my rec specs for my regular glasses.  Mom said the black frames made me look like a young Buddy Holly, but I didn't know who that
was.  My hand hurt, and I wondered why, then I remembered I had punched the
wall.  Again.  I went downstairs and into the kitchen.  I found Maddy singing
the Sesame Street theme song—she never got it right—and smearing
strawberry yogurt on the concrete floor like she was finger painting.  Scarlett
was starting a load of wash.  She yelled from the laundry room.


"Mom texted me that she was gonna be late, so I got Maddy from her after-school!  Let's get the place
cleaned up before she gets home!"


Scarlett
was a very responsible and mature teenager so Mom gave her a cell phone (family
plan).  She was a straight-A student and already thinking about college.  She read
lots of books—her latest was a teen vampire romance—which kept her out of
trouble, Mom said.  Reading, not vampires.  Scarlett Dugan never got into
trouble.  She never did stupid stuff like other kids her age did.  She never giggled
or acted the fool around boys like the other cheerleaders, even though most
boys thought she was really cute.  I guess she was, in a girl sort of way.  But
she acted as if she could care less about boys.  Clothes were her only
weakness; all she had ever wanted for her birthday or Christmas was clothes.  But
her clothes never matched.  She wore green with purple with yellow.  She said
she had her own unique fashion sense.  "I'm different and proud of
it."  (I was different and got beat up for it.)  Anyway, Scarlett didn't
dress like the other girls her age.  She dressed colorfully and responsibly, Mom said.  In other words, Scarlett Dugan was the perfect child.  Consequently, I suffered from
the "second-child complex" just like every other kid I knew with an
older brother or sister:  we could never measure up to the perfect first child.
Scarlett was now on her hands and knees cleaning up Maddy's mess while Maddy
made another mess a few feet away.  I pointed at the table.


"I
put the bills right there."


"I
hid them," Scarlett said.


"Will
you help me with math?" I asked.  "I got a D-minus on my fractions quiz."


"Max
…"


"I
can't concentrate on school work now."


She
sat back and sighed.  "I know.  I'll help you.  After dinner."


"Thanks."


I
pulled a chair over to the sink and climbed up.  I put the rubber stopper over
the drain and turned the water on then adjusted the temperature and squirted in
the liquid soap.  I piled the dirty dishes from breakfast into the sink.  Dad
had built a new counter with a place for a dishwasher underneath, but now we
couldn't afford to buy a new one and the old one was broken and cost too much
to get repaired.  So we washed dishes by hand.  My hands, mostly.  Mom always said every man needed to know how to wash his own dishes and clothes anyway.  I never
knew if she was being funny.  I had just rinsed the last dish when Mom blew in through the back door with a Whole Foods Earth-friendly canvas grocery bag under
each arm.  She kicked the door shut behind her.


"Sorry,
guys, we had an emergency C-section."


Mom was a nurse at the hospital downtown.  She was still wearing her green scrubs with Kate
Dugan, R.N., Labor & Delivery, Austin General Hospital stitched across
the front pocket.  She usually got off at four each day so she could pick up Maddy
from her after-school program, but sometimes women had their babies on their
own schedules.  Mom had to go back to work full time, so we had to make some
adjustments.  The Army didn't ask about that either.


"The
 Mommy shift went overtime—"


That's
what Mom called her shift at the hospital because she worked around our school
schedules.  Usually.  


—"and
I got stuck behind full baskets at the check-out line."


She
hadn't bought that much, but Mom was the type of person who wouldn't take
eleven items into the 10 Items or Less Express Lane.  She was sniffing
the air.


"What's
that smell?  Did we leave milk out from breakfast?"


She
looked suspiciously at me, but I gave her my innocent face and shrugged.  


"How
was everyone's day?"


"Good,"
Scarlett said.


"I
had fun," Maddy said.


I
didn't say anything. 


"How
was your day, Max?"


She
set the grocery bags on the table and brushed her blonde hair off her face.
She was only thirty-six and normally looked more like a teenager than a mother,
but today she looked tired and frazzled.  I decided not to mention the bullies.
  


"Uhh
… okay."


"What
happened to your knee?"


She
never missed anything.


"Tripped."


She
removed a long bottle from a grocery bag and stepped over Scarlett and Maddy
and her yogurt art.  She rummaged through a drawer and found the corkscrew then
screwed it into the cork like the cork had really annoyed her.  She yanked the
cork out with a pop.  She poured a big glass and took a long drink.  She
leaned against the refrigerator and closed her eyes and exhaled like I did when
the pediatrician said I wasn't due for shots that visit.  Scarlett and I
glanced at each other.  Mom inhaled and opened her eyes. 


"Did
you clean it with soap and water?"


The
nurse questions came first.


"Unh-huh."


"How'd
you do on your math quiz?"


Then
the mother questions.  I decided to try a diversionary tactic (Dad had been
teaching me how to live safely with women).  


"What's
for dinner?"


Mom came over and gave me a little hug.  I liked the way she smelled, too.  She smiled.


"Your
dad's diversionary tactics didn't work on me either."


"Oh.
Not good.  The math quiz.  Fractions."


"I'm
gonna help him," Scarlett said.


"Good."
 Mom said.  "How about bison burgers and baked fries for dinner?"


"All
right!" I said.  I loved her bison burgers.


Mom bought everything organic from Whole Foods and never fried anything or cooked regular
hamburger meat because she said ranchers gave shots to the cows to make them
fatter.  I hated shots, so I felt sorry for those cows.  But Mom said our future eating habits are established when we're kids, so she wanted to teach us to
eat healthy, socially conscious food.  So she bought free-range chickens and
cage-free eggs, hormone-free milk and antibiotic-free turkeys traceable to the
farm, although I'm not sure I really want to know where our Thanksgiving turkey
had spent its childhood.  In most parts of Texas, Mom would be considered a
wacky hippie.  In Austin, she was considered normal.  Right now she was a
whirlwind of nonstop motion, putting up groceries, turning on the oven and grill,
pulling out a bowl, slipping a red apron over her head and tying it behind her
back, washing her hands, and then unwrapping the meat and dumping it into the
bowl.  She dug her hands into the meat to make patties.   


"Scarlett,"
 Mom said, "start a load of wash."


"I
already did."


"Thanks.
Will you put the fries on a tray, set the oven for four hundred?" 


"I'll
do the fries.  You already turned on the oven."


"Oh.
Max, set the table please.  Maddy—"


Maddy
dumped the strawberry yogurt on top of her head.  Mom groaned.


"Maddy,
why'd you do that?"


"
'Cause I want red hair like Scarlett."  


Her
voice sounded squeaky.  Scarlett grabbed a handful of paper towels and started working
on Maddy's blonde hair … strawberry-blonde now.  


"I'll
mop the floor after dinner," Mom said.


That
was a good thing about concrete floors—cleanup was easy with a wet mop.  I
moved the chair over from the sink, climbed up, and got four plates and four
glasses.  Blue plastic plates and yellow plastic glasses.  You didn't use stuff
made of glass when your floor was concrete.


"How
many babies were born today?" I asked.


"Nine."


"It's
not coming out," Scarlett said.  "This stuff's like glue."


Or
throw-up taste.


"I've
got my hands in meat," Mom said.  "Stick her head in the sink, use
the spray nozzle.  Max, get a towel from the laundry room."


Scarlett
hefted Maddy, put her head over the sink, and rinsed the pink yogurt from her
hair.  I jumped down from the chair and went around the corner to the laundry
room.  I didn't find any clean towels in the dryer, only a pile of dirty ones
in the basket.  


"No
clean towels!" I yelled.


"Use
a dirty one!" Mom yelled back.


I
found the driest dirty towel and went back into the kitchen.  I dropped the
towel on Maddy's head, and Scarlett dried her hair.  I set the table with plates,
glasses, silverware, and the Scrabble board.  





Scarlett
put down her letters—Q-U-I-Z—and shrieked like a girl.


"Sixty-two
points!"


Scrabble
was Dad's favorite game, so it had become a Dugan family tradition to play during
dinner.  Dad would always pass on his turns and trade in his letters trying to
get a seven-letter word for the bonus points.  He said it was his "high
risk strategy."  It worked, sometimes.


"Very
good, Scarlett," Mom said.


"That's
the highest word score in family history," Scarlett said.  "Except
when Dad got one hundred ten with zoology, triple word plus fifty-point
bonus for using all seven letters.  Remember that night?"


"Yeah
… that was a great night," I said.


The
smile dropped off Scarlett's face, and her shoulders slumped.  She was Dad's
"big girl."  But she didn't look like a big girl now.  She wiped her
eyes and said, "It'll never be the same."


We
all sat still and quiet for a long moment, until Maddy dumped the bowl of
ketchup on her head.





I
was lying in bed when Mom came in to say good-night.  I had my solar system
lamp on.  The ceiling glowed with stars and planets.  I was eating a cookie (the
organic version of Oreos) I had snuck out of the kitchen.  


"Max,
you shouldn't eat cookies in bed."


"I'm
seeking solace."


She
half-smiled and sat down next to me.


"Does
your knee hurt?"


"No."


She
checked my scrape.  I had removed the Band-Aid in the shower.  


"I
know you didn't trip and do this.  What really happened?"


It
was spooky, how moms know everything.  I felt my chin quiver, and I had to wipe
a tear away.  I pointed at the floor below the Legend poster.  She went over
and stared down and stood real still for a moment.  Then she bent down and picked
up the pieces of the broken iPod. 


"Your
birthday present from Dad."  


She
sighed at the iPod remains like I did when my frog died, and I had to bury
him.  Her.  It.  


"The
same boys?"


I
nodded.


"They
chased you home?"


I
nodded again.


"You
threw up?"


Another
nod.  "On their Legend sneakers.  The hundred-fifty-dollar styles.  Vic
gut-punched me."  I shrugged.  "It was pizza day."


"I'm
going to see the principal tomorrow."


"No,
 Mom, don't!  Please.  It'll only make things worse."


"Max,
you didn't flush!"


Scarlett's
voice from the bathroom.


"Sorry!"


Mom walked over to the dresser and put the iPod pieces down.  She stared at Dad's photo then
picked up the Old Spice bottle.  She opened the top and put it near her nose.
She liked Dad's scent, too.  After a moment, she set the bottle down then came
over and sat next to me.  


"Max,
this psychologist on TV, she said kids who are bullied should use verbal and
nonverbal language to back bullies down."


"What
does that mean?"


"She said nonverbal language means you stand tall and step
forward toward the bully and don't cower down.  Verbal language means you shout
'Stop!' "


"And
that's supposed to work?"


"Fifty
percent of the time."


I
tried not to laugh.


"What
about the other fifty percent, when Vic steps right through my verbal and
nonverbal language and punches me in the gut?  What am I supposed to do
then?"


"She
didn't say."


"Because
she's never been bullied.  Mom, that stuff sounds good on TV, but guys like
Vic, they understand one thing:  brute force.  And I don't have it."  


I
wish I could talk to Dad about the bullies; he'd know what to do.  Moms were also girls, so they couldn't understand how it was with bullies.  I'd seen girls tease
each other pretty bad and act mean sometimes, but that's not the same thing as
being gut-punched on pizza day.


"I
worry about you, Max.  The therapist said you have some anger issues, that one
day you might …"


"Explode?"


She
nodded.  "Max, I wish you'd talk to him again.  He works with a lot of
Army kids.  He's helping Scarlett.  He could help you.  I know you're trying to
be strong, like a man.  Don't.  Be a boy.  You don't have to be the man of the
house."


I
started to cry again.  


She
wiped tears from my face and hair from my forehead.  For a second, I thought
she might cry, too.  She fought not to cry in front of us.  But sometimes, when
I couldn't sleep, I went downstairs and heard her crying in her bed.  She did
that a lot since Dad.  They had been together almost half her life.  They had
met at the hospital when Mom was still a student nurse; Dad had been overcome
with smoke when he had gone inside a burning house to rescue a child.  She
really missed him.  I wish I could help her.  I wish I could help all of us.
None of us were "coping," the therapist said.  


Which
was therapist talk that meant we were a mess.  


Maddy,
she was lucky; she was too young to understand, so she was still happy.
Scarlett, she needed to let it all out with a "big cry," the
therapist said, but she held it inside her.  Me—I punch walls.  Mom was right:  sometimes the anger builds up inside me, and I think I'm going to explode.  And
other times I want to curl up in my bed and start sucking my thumb again.  But
I don't because that's not manly, and I'm the man of the house now.  


"I'm
forgetting his voice," I said.  "I wish I could hear his voice
again."


Mom sighed and her body sagged.  "Me, too, Max."


"He
was supposed to call that night."


She
just nodded.


"It's
not fair," I said.  "Why did Dad have to go to Afghanistan?"


"Lots
of dads had to go, Max.  And lots of dads didn't …"


"Doesn't
make it any better for us."


"No,
it doesn't."  She patted me.  "It's only been five months, Max.
It'll get better."


"When?"








 


 


three


It
didn't get any better the next day.  


Vic
and his gang had formed a gauntlet on the front sidewalk and harassed every kid
entering the elementary school.  When I walked through, they stepped in front
of me and blocked my path.  I was chewing on a peanut butter cracker.


"You
got my money, Max?" Vic said right in my face.  


Time
to survive on my wits.


"Uh,
yeah.  Right here."


I
grabbed my stomach and puffed out my cheeks and made a hurling sound like I was
going to throw up again and then I spit out the chewed-up cracker.  


"Blaaah."


They all jumped back.  I grinned.


"Not
wearing your Legends today, huh?"


They
were momentarily stunned, so I hurried past them and into the school.  I had
survived the morning gauntlet.  But why did I have to walk their gauntlet every
morning?  Why did all the kids?  Why did Vic and his crew think they had a
right to bully us?  Why do bullies bully?  Was it just human nature for bigger
people to beat up smaller people, like football or pro wrestling?  Or were
bullies mentally disturbed individuals, like when we drove through downtown and
saw all the homeless people wandering the streets and talking to no one, and Mom said they were mentally ill and needed professional help?  Did Vic and his boys need professional
help?  Or did they just need to get the snot beaten out of them by somebody
bigger?


I
couldn't help but hope they got the snot beaten out of them.







Especially
after they nailed me with a barrage of spitballs during English class.  Mrs.
Broadus was sitting on her stool reading Holes to us—I really liked that
Stanley Yelnats; he was my kind of kid—and I was sitting at my desk and sneaking
peanut M&Ms and listening intently and totally enjoying the story when all
of a sudden four wet spitballs stung the side of my face like machine gun
bullets—bap, bap, bap, bap—and dang near knocked me out of my chair.  Which
ruined the whole listening experience for me.  Vic and his crew buried their
faces on their desks to prevent Mrs. Broadus from hearing their laughter.
Without looking up, she said, "Max, is there a problem?"


Mrs.
Broadus was a mother as well as a teacher, so she had that spooky mom-knows-all
thing going for her, too.


"Uh
…"  I glanced over at Vic; he was giving me the evil eye.  I turned
back to Mrs. Broadus.  "No, ma'am."


Ratting
out Vic wouldn't be good for my health.


"Don't
eat in class.  Wait until lunch."


"Yes,
ma'am."


When
class ended, Vic walked past my desk, pushed my book onto the floor, and said,
"See you in math class, Max."





One-third
divided by two … hmmm … two-thirds? … nope, that doesn't
look right … three-halves … that doesn't make sense … boy, Dad
would know the answer, he was good at math … he was good at a lot of things
… he was … I don't care about fractions.  I was staring down at the
fractions quiz but the numbers became a big blur.  I tried to wipe my eyes
inconspic … inconstip … inconpits … without anyone noticing, when—


"Ow!"


—something
sharp stabbed my face.  Only it wasn't something sharp; it was something
rubber.  A thick industrial-sized rubber band, which could really leave a
mark.  I heard Vic giggling two rows over.  I didn't need to look.  He had shot
me with his clothes-pin-rubber-band-shooting gun that he carried in his
backpack.  It really hurt.  I felt my eyes water up.  Sunny in the desk next to
me scribbled a note and showed it to me:  UOK?  


"Yeah,"
I whispered.  "My allergies are just acting up."


I
really did have allergies—cedar was awful in Austin—but I don't think Sunny bought
it.  She gave me a sympathetic nod.  I snuck a few M&Ms for solace.  When
class was over, Vic walked past my desk, snatched the rubber band, and said,
"See you in the cafeteria, Max."  





I
was getting down on the peanut M&Ms again when I walked into the cafeteria
and immediately fell to the floor.  Vic had tripped me.  I dropped the
M&Ms, and they rolled across the linoleum like marbles.  I crawled after
them and stuffed them into my mouth as fast as I could (I had it from a reliable
source that germs could not stick to the candy coating) but Vic tripped Eddie,
and he fell on top of me.  Dee stumbled into us, and Sunny into him.  Vic and
his posse laughed like it was the funniest thing they had ever seen.  They always
sat at the table by the door so they could harass every kid who walked in.  The
two teachers who were supposed to be monitoring the lunch room were chatting like
old aunts over in the corner.            


Dee and Sunny helped Eddie up.  I was still on my hands and knees when I spotted a blue M&M
rolling across the floor; I lunged for it, but a big foot smashed it.  Vic's
big foot.  Man, I loved the blue ones. 


"I
want my money, Max."


"I
want a new iPod."


I
stood up.  Vic glanced over at the teachers then poked me in the chest with a
big finger.  It sort of hurt. 


"After
school, Max—you're dead."







Since
I had only a few more hours to live, I decided to enjoy a big last lunch.  We went
over and stood in the food line.  I had brought my lunch—Mom said we could only
afford to buy lunch once a week; I picked pizza day—so I bought two cartons of
chocolate milk then found an empty table across the lunch room from the
bullies.  The others soon joined me.  


Sun
Hee—everyone called her Sunny—had moved here from Korea a few years ago, but
she could speak English way better than Vic, who had lived here all his life.  She
was wearing, what else, a yellow sundress.  She had a MacBook.  


Dee—his real name was D'Wandrick, which is why we called him Dee—wore a red Legend Jones
"1" basketball jersey that hung almost to his knees and red Legend Jones
high-topped basketball shoes with the signature "1" on the back
seam.  Dee was decked out like a pro athlete, but he dribbled his milk way
better than a basketball.  But he was really smart, like Sunny.  He had an iTouch.


Eduardo—he
went by Eddie—had a worse weight problem than I had, but he was a math whiz.
He had an iPhone.


I
had an iPod.  As in past tense.  


Sunny,
Dee, and Eddie were in the "gifted and talented program" at our
school.  I was in the "everyone else" program.  But I hoped one day to
have a gift or maybe a talent.  The confidential evaluation report Mrs. Broadus
mailed home to my mom (I wasn't supposed to read it) said I suffered from a
lack of "self-esteem."  I wasn't sure what that meant.  Sunny pushed
her glasses up and said, "That was rude."   


"Sorry,"
I said.  "I've got gas."


"Not
that.  The bullies."


"Oh."


"How'd
you do on the fractions quiz?"


"Not
so good.  I can't focus on fractions, not now."


Sunny
nodded and gave me a buddy pat.  Even though she was a girl, we were still
buddies.  I really didn't like girls, except Sunny.  And Maddy and Scarlett,
but they don't count because they're my sisters.  And Mom—you always make an
exception for your mother.  I pushed up my glasses then took a big bite out of
my preservative-free-ham-and-cheese-on-stone-ground-whole-wheat-bread-with-Canola-mayonaisse
sandwich and spotted trouble three tables away.  Vic and his posse were making
their daily rounds, terrorizing each table of smaller kids.


"What
was that about?" Dee said.  "Vic saying you're dead after school?"


"They
chased me home yesterday," I said.  "Vic smashed my iPod then
gut-punched me.  I threw up on their Legends."


They
laughed.  


"You
puked on their hundred-and-fifty-dollar sneakers?" Dee asked.


"A
whole day's worth of food."


"Wow.
That's a lot of hurl."


"Tell
me.  They said I gotta buy them new Legends.  Six hundred dollars.  Or I'm
dead."


"You're
dead."  


"Here
they come," Sunny said, nodding at Vic and his crew.


"Fudge,"
Eddie said.


"Where?"
I said.


"No,
not real fudge.  Fudge, like, you know …"


"Oh.
Don't tease me like that.  My heart's racing."


I
loved fudge.


Vic
led the bullies over to our table.  Rod grabbed Dee around his neck and gave
him a noogie while Vic snatched Eddie's lunch box.


"What's
for lunch, Hobbits?"


Biff
cackled like Vic was a comedian or something.  "Yeah, Hobbits." 


"Give
me my lunch back, Vic."


"Or
what, Frodo?"


Biff
laughed again.  "Frodo."


"Or
I'll throw up on you."


Vic
didn't think that was funny so he turned Eddie's lunch box upside down and
emptied his lunch onto the table then pounded his PBJ sandwich flat with his
fist.  The PBJ spewed out the sides like … well, use your imagination.


"Puking
on our Legends cost Max six hundred bucks," Vic said.  


I
was sucking my chocolate milk through a straw when he grabbed my hair.


"And
he's gonna buy new sneakers for us, aren't you, Max?"


The
chocolate milk tasted really good, and I liked to suck the whole carton in one
continuous swallow so I was holding the carton with one hand and still sucking
on the straw and trying to get out of his grip on my hair with my other hand.


"You
need to cut your hair, Max, you look like a girl."


"Yeah,
like a girl," Biff said.


"Is
there an echo in here?" Dee said.


I
finally squirmed free of Vic's grasp and finished off the first carton of
chocolate milk.


"Biff,"
Sunny said, "do you ever have an original thought?"


"Uhh
…"  Biff turned to Vic.  "Do I?"


"No,
you don't."


Biff
turned back to Sunny.  "No, I don't."


"Dee, why do you wear Legend gear?" Vic said.  "You ain't never gonna be no
athlete."


"And
you're never going to be an English major," Sunny said.


Vic
snorted.  "Why would I want to live in England?  They don't even play real
football."


Sunny
rolled her eyes.  "ISWC."


If
Stupid Were A Crime.  Sunny and Eddie and Dee had texting capabilities, so
they often lapsed into texting talk.  I didn't text, but I had learned the
lingo.


"Vic,
haven't you ever heard of cyber-bullying?" I said.


Vic
frowned.  "Cyber-bullying?  No.  What's that?"


"You
do your bullying over the Internet."


"But
how can I punch you over the Internet?"


Dee rolled his eyes.  "That's the whole point, you dope.  You can't."


Vic
grabbed Dee in a headlock.  "Who you calling a dope, dope?"


"Take
a pill, man!" Dee said.


Sunny
stood and cupped her mouth and yelled, "Mrs. Nelson!  Vic is bullying
us!"


"You
better shut up, slant-eye!" Vic said.


"Slant-eye?
That's an ethnic hate crime!"


"It's
a crime you hang out with these dorks."


She
pointed at us.  "Hey, I'd rather hang out with these dorks than the best
kids in school."  She turned to us and shrugged.  "That didn't come
out right."


Mrs.
Nelson broke away from her conversation with the other teacher and started
their way, but she was taking her own sweet time, so Vic released Dee and emptied his lunch box and smashed his stuff, too, then he and his boys retreated to
their table by the door.  Sunny sat down.


"I
wish someone would beat the snot out of him," she said.


It
was a universal hope at the elementary school.


"I
talked to a sixth-grader," Dee said.  "He said he'd protect us for
five dollars a week."


Eddie's
face brightened.  "That's a dollar and a quarter a week for each of us,
forty-five for the school year.  That's a good deal."


"Five
dollars each," Dee said.


"Each?
How much does that come to?" I asked.  


"One
eighty."


"A
hundred and eighty dollars?  There's no way."


"Cheaper
than six hundred for new Legends," Eddie said.


"I
don't think his services are retroactive," Dee said.


"What
does that mean?" I asked.


"It
means he can't protect you against your prior run-ins with the bullies, only
your future ones."


"Well,
that sucks."


"Dee, ask him to give us a group rate."


"That
is his group rate."


"We
can't afford that."


"Survival
doesn't come cheap."


"Maybe
we could buy the bullies off cheaper."


"We're
gonna pay Vic to leave us alone?" Sunny said.  "That's what my
parents had to do in Seoul, pay the street gangs so they could keep their
business open.  That's why we moved to America."


Eddie
shrugged.  "It's a global economy."


We
ate our lunch and brainstormed other ways to ensure our survival that school
year, but nothing sounded promising.  I glanced around.  The noisy cafeteria looked
like an Apple store.  Kids were listening to music on their iPods and playing
games on their iTouches and texting and talking on their iPhones—in English,
Spanish, Swahili, Croatian, Australian—twenty-seven different languages were
spoken at our elementary school.  


"Place
sounds like the General Assembly at the U.N.," Sunny said.  


She
had actually been to the United Nations.  


"You
gonna eat the rest of your muffin?" I asked Dee.


He
tossed the muffin to me.  We finished our lunches and got up right before the
other students became rambunctious, as they always did by this time at lunch.
Half-eaten apples and banana peels and empty milk cartons suddenly flew through
the air from one side of the cafeteria; retaliation from the other side was
swift—someone yelled, "Fire the artillery!"—and wadded-up lunch bags,
a barrage of grapes, and muffins rained down on the aggressors.  Sunny shook
her head.


"Public
school in America."


While
Mrs. Nelson and the other teacher tried to restore order to the cafeteria, we carefully
maneuvered along the wall to avoid becoming collateral damage as well as being
spotted by the bullies.  We were almost to the door when Vic swiveled around in
his chair.  He was grinning.


"See
you in PE, Max."





Four
balls hit me simultaneously, one right on the side of my head.  I went down to
the gym floor.


"Medic!"


Man,
I really hated dodge ball.  For three reasons:  A, all the girls got picked for
the teams before I did—even Sunny, and she couldn't throw the ball worth a
darn.  Two, Coach Slimes—his real name was Grimes, but we called him Slimes—was
a big fat jerk who'd had a mad on since first grade when he got stuck teaching
PE at the elementary school when all he wanted to do was coach football at the
middle school where he was an assistant coach.  Consequently, he enjoyed seeing
pain inflicted on us by his future stars, Vic and his posse.  C, I always got
creamed.  And D, I was always the first player to get out.  Oh, that was four
reasons I hated dodge ball.  Through the ringing in my ears, I heard Vic's
cackling voice and saw him and his boys standing just over the centerline.  


"Come
on, Max, get up so we can knock you down again."


Do
I look stupid?  (Don't answer that.)


Fortunately,
I was wearing my rec specs so I could find my way to the sideline.  I crawled
on my belly like a soldier in a live-fire drill at boot camp—balls whistling
past overhead like bullets, pained screams rising above the squeaking of
sneakers on the wood floor, kids getting nailed and falling to the floor—but I
was safe down here—it was against the rules to hit a downed player.  Coach
Slimes was sitting on his big butt and grinning like a goober when I crawled to
the sideline.  I wanted to tell him that stretch knit coach's shorts on a
chubby guy wasn't a good look, but I decided against it.  He might send me back
into the game.  


"
'Medic'—that's funny, Max.  Not as funny as my boys nailing you with four balls
at once—see, now that's teamwork—but funny."


"Oh,
glad you enjoyed it, Coach."


See?
I told you he was a big fat jerk.  Dee soon crawled over and joined me along
the wall, followed by Eddie.  


"Whazzup,
amigos?" Eddie said.


We
high-fived each other.  We had survived another day of dodge ball.  On the way
out of the gym after PE, Vic gave me a wicked grin and said, "After
school, Max, you're dead."





Only
if they caught me.


It
was three-thirty and I was running again.  The same route, the same chase, the
same game.  All four were chasing me on their scooters.  Any hope that Vic and
his gang would get bored with bullying me and find another victim had ended
when I puked on their Legends.  Now they wanted their six hundred dollars,
which I didn't have and would never have.  Which meant I would soon be dead.
But maybe not today.  I had a good lead on them when I rounded Mrs. Baker's
hedgerow—only two more blocks to go—and I was feeling pretty confident that I
could beat them around my hedgerow so I wasn't too worried when—


My
left leg tightened up.


Aw,
man, I'm gonna pull a hammy.


Then
my right foot almost slipped out of my sneaker. 


Dang,
the laces had come untied.  


I
couldn't stop and tie the laces, so it was like trying to run in flip-flops.  I
crossed Third Street and prayed they'd stop to admire Mrs. Cushing's garden—she
was bent over in her short-shorts—"Hi, Max!" she yelled between her
legs.  But they didn't.  They zipped right past her house.  Then—


"Whoa!"


I
hit the downhill slope.  My speed increased, but my feet didn't—the dang
shoe kept slipping!  My body was now tipping forward too much and the heavy
backpack pressed against my back and the buzzing noise was almost on top of me
but I was almost to the hedgerow when—


I
ran out of my shoe.


Not
good.


The
backpack bounced then hit me hard which tipped my upper body forward even more
but my one-shoed feet stayed back which caused me to lean forward even farther
… too far … and I—


Uh-oh.


—tripped and hit the concrete and tumbled down the
sidewalk.  When I stopped rolling and looked up, I realized that I had ended up
at exactly the same spot as the day before, right in front of the neighbors'
house.  And Vic and his crew again surrounded me like a pack of hyenas about to
pounce on a fat juicy baby antelope like on that PBS show.  Except I was the
prey today.


"You're
dead, Max," Vic said.  


They
jumped off their scooters and crowded around me.  Vic snatched my backpack.  


"Unless
you got six hundred bucks in here."


I
didn't.  I had snack money.  Which Vic found.


"Two
dollars?" Vic said.  "That's all your mother gives you?  Oh, yeah,
you're poor now 'cause your dad got himself—"


"Shut
up, Vic!"


I
jumped up and swung at Vic, but he dodged my fist then punched me hard in the
stomach.  I doubled over, and they all started pounding me harder than they
ever had before.  Every time before I had cried.  But today I didn't cry.
Today I got mad.  Really mad.  All the anger that had been building inside me
the last five months … all my anger at these bullies shooting spitballs at
me during English class and rubber bands during Math and blasting me in dodge ball
during PE and pounding my iPod into pieces and bullying me every day before
school and during school and after school … at five months of crying myself
to sleep and missing my dad and trying to be the man of the house and failing because
I was only ten years old … at not being big enough to fix the house or mow
the grass …  at seeing Mom cry because she couldn't pay our bills … at
that stupid therapist acting like he knew how I felt … at the Army and the
government and those mean Taliban people in Afghanistan … all that anger
now energized my entire body and made my hands ball up into tight fists and the
heat built inside me like a ticking time bomb and then I finally—


EXPLODED.



I
screamed louder than I had ever screamed in my entire life—"NOOOO!"—and
my fists shot out at them and—


—they
flew down the sidewalk as if they had been shot from a cannon.  


The
world froze.  


I
stood there, my body shaking with anger, my arms still extended in midair, as if
I were that soldier in the Civil War monument on the State Capitol grounds.
Vic and Biff lay sprawled on the sidewalk twenty feet one way and Bud and Rod
twenty feet the other way.  They stared at me with stunned expressions—the same
expression I knew was on my face.  After a long moment, Bud broke the silence.


"How'd
he do that?"


I
looked at my fists.  


"How'd
I do that?"


I
could tell from his confused expression that Vic's dull mind was trying to answer
the same question.  All I had done was throw my fists out at them.  I didn't
remember even hitting them.  But I must've hit them.  Hard.


"Vic,"
Biff said, "look at our scooters."


Their
scooters lay further down the sidewalk.  They got up and walked over and lifted
them.  The metal frames were twisted like pretzels. 


"How'd
he do that?" Rod said.


 Vic's
dark eyes darted from me to his scooter and back to me.


"That
scooter cost five hundred bucks, Max."


"Wow,
bullying is getting expensive for you, Vic."


"This
ain't over, Max."


But
it was over for that day.  Vic dragged his scooter down the sidewalk toward Second Street.  


"Vic,"
Rod said, "Let's go this way.  Mrs. Cushing's outside."


Vic
didn't turn back.  He just said, "Shut up."


Rod
shrugged then followed Vic.  He pulled his scooter like a kid with a broken toy.
Biff and Bud trailed behind with their scooters.  They gave me dirty looks as
they passed by, but they also gave me space.  I looked at my fists again.  


"How'd
I do that?"


I
looked up from my fists to the second-story window of the neighbors' house and
saw the same pale face.  





"S-T-R-A-N-G-E,"
I said.  I put down my letters on the Scrabble board.  "Eight points plus a
fifty-point bonus for using all seven letters."


We
were playing Scrabble and eating dinner.  Whole wheat spaghetti and organic tomato
sauce with meatballs made from leftover bison.  Which Maddy had put on her
head.  


"Good
word, Max," Mom said.


"Thanks."
I sniffed the air.  "Something's burning."


"Oh,
no, the rolls!"


Mom jumped up and yanked open the oven door.  Smoke billowed out.  She waved at the smoke then pulled
the tray out of the oven and set it on the counter.  The rolls looked like
little black charcoals.  Mom tried to open the window above the sink, but it
was stuck.  Again.  She dropped her head and closed her eyes like she was about
to lose it, but she took a few deep breaths and calmed herself.  


"Sorry,
guys, no rolls."


"That's
okay, Mom," I said.


She
sat back down and poured another glass from another long bottle.  


"Max,
did those boys bully you today?" 


"They
tried.  But you won't believe what happened," I said while stuffing long
strands of spaghetti into my mouth.  "Vic and his posse chased me home on
their scooters again, and I was almost to the hedgerow by our house but my
shoelace came untied, and I ran out of my shoe and tripped right in front of
the house next door.  They surrounded me and grabbed my backpack and stole my snack
money and then they said something about Dad, and I tried to punch Vic but he
punched me in the gut instead, and they started pounding me, and I got really mad,
and I threw my fists out at them like this"—I demonstrated—"and they just
went flying way down the sidewalk.  Their scooters were all bent up and ruined.
I think I'm like the Hulk."


"The
Hulk?"


"Yeah,
he's a nice guy until he gets mad, then he turns into the Hulk with superpowers."


"You
beat up four bigger boys?"


"Yep."


I
swallowed and looked up.  Mom and Scarlett were staring at me.


"You're
right, Max," Scarlett said.


"That
I have superpowers like the Hulk?"


"That
we don't believe you."


"It's
the truth."


"Liar."


"I'm
not a liar!"


"No.
That's my word."  She put down four letters.  "L-I-A-R.  Four
points."


Mom looked real concerned.  "Max, the therapist said if you didn't talk about the anger,
you could explode.  That's not good for you."


"It
was good for me today.  Mom, beating up the bullies, that was way better than
seeing that therapist."


"Max,
violence never solves anything."


She
had never been bullied.


"It
solved a big problem today.  Besides, Dad told me he had fights growing
up."


Mom smiled.  "He was an Irish boy trying to survive South Boston."


"I'm
trying to survive fourth grade."







Scarlett
won again, and we finished dinner.  I put my dishes in the sink then headed
upstairs but turned back to tell Mom that I was just going to the bathroom and
would be back down to wash the dishes.  I was almost to the kitchen door when I
heard Mom and Scarlett whispering like they always did now whenever they were
talking about me or Maddy.  So I listened at the door like the time Mom talked to Scarlett about the facts of life, which grossed me out so much I could only listen
for an hour.


"He
sleeps with his teddy bear," Scarlett said.


Dang,
she ratted me out.


"I
know," Mom said.


She
knew?  Is there anything moms don't know?


"The
therapist said his world's been turned upside down, that he needs a sense of
security, something that makes him feel safe."


"He's
sleeping with his teddy, and Maddy's sleeping with you."


"And
what about you, Scarlett?"


"I
don't sleep."


I
could tell they were hugging like girls do, and I heard Scarlett's sniffles.


"Are
you okay?" Mom asked her.


"Let's
talk about Max.  Saying he beat up four bigger kids, Mom, that's not
good."


"His
dad is his hero," Mom said.  "He's trying to be like his dad."


"Mom, pretending he's the Hulk and has superpowers?  I'm worried about the little guy."   


But
I wasn't pretending.  I did have superpowers.  








 


 


four


"Superpowers?"
Sunny said the next day as we walked to the cafeteria.


"Yep."


"You
hit them, and they all went flying?" Dee said.


"Yep."


"And
bent their scooters like pretzels?" Eddie said.


"Yep."


"Are
you making this up?" Sunny asked.


"Nope."


Vic
and his gang were sitting at their usual table, but they didn't trip us when we
entered the cafeteria.  They turned and stared at me—but their eyes were different
today.  They weren't so cocky now.  But I was.  I took a step toward them,
threw my fists out at them, and yelled, "Aaah!"


They
jumped back and covered their faces.  When they realized nothing had happened,
they dropped their hands.  But they were nervous.  I pulled my fists back then
struck a Hulk muscleman pose.  Okay, I was enjoying myself.  I turned and walked
over to the food line.


"Wow,"
Eddie said.


"That
was interesting," Sunny said.


"Max,
what's going on?" Dee said.


"I
don't know, but I like it."


I
smiled.







You
couldn't slap the smile off my face that day.


It's
funny how having superpowers changes your view of the world.  You're not afraid
of bullies, you don't feel nervous around strangers, and you don't detour
around a bunch of tattooed bikers loitering on the low stone wall out front of
Doc's Motorworks Bar & Grill.  Instead, you walk with your head high and
your chest out.  You don't hurry.  You take your own sweet time.


I
took my own sweet time.


I didn't run home that day.  I strolled.  I window-shopped.  I
snacked on a Butterfinger candy bar.  It was a beautiful Friday afternoon, and
I was feeling pretty darn good.  I was walking up the sloping sidewalk on South Congress Avenue, a five-lane road that ran north-south right through Austin and
dead-ended at the State Capitol.  If you stood in the middle of Congress and
faced north, you had a perfect view of the Capitol which sat on a low hill at
the northern boundary of downtown Austin.  I liked the Capitol but not downtown.
Too many people, too many cars, too many big buildings, and too dark because
the buildings blocked out the sun.  But mostly because it was kind of scary,
all the homeless people wandering around like zombies.  Mom said drugs stole their
lives.  


I
didn't want to be a zombie, so I was never going to use drugs.


South Congress Avenue cut straight through my neighborhood, so everyone called the area "SoCo"
for short.  It was just south of downtown, but it wasn't anything like downtown.
Or any other part of Austin.  It was different.  Mom said it was the way Austin used to be back in the sixties because everyone in SoCo wished they were still living
in the sixties—well, as long as they could have their MacBooks and iPhones and
iPods.  I liked our part of town—the people, the music, and especially the
stores.  Lots of funky shops lined Congress in SoCo, like Blackmail (all things
black), Stella Blue Boutique & Salon (where my mom got her hair cut), Creatures
Boutique (alternate clothes for the entire family), The Turquoise Door
(authentic Native American silver-and-turquoise jewelry), South Congress Massage
& Bodyworks (don't even ask), Austin Motel with its Corporate Free Since
1938 sign (Mom said Julia Roberts stays there when she visits Austin, but I
don't know who she is), and Jo's Hot Coffee (Mom and Dad's favorite coffee
joint), a little walk-up place just off the sidewalk.  Mom hated Starbucks
because she said they were a corporate conglom … congom … congrega … they were a really big company.  I didn't really understand what corporations
were, but everyone in SoCo hated them, like Luke Skywalker hates Darth Vader
until he finds out that Darth is his father and then Darth suddenly turns into
a good guy and saves Luke's life, which didn't make a lot of sense to me why he
would do that.  Sunny said it was in the script.  Anyway, Mom liked Jo's because it was a local coffee joint.  I liked it because they had great muffins.



"Max,
my man!"


Guillermo
Garza called out to me through the service window at Jo's.  He had worked there
as long as I can remember.  I waved and walked over to the tree-shaded patio
with tables where the locals were drinking coffee and staring at their laptops
like they were hypnotized.  I loved checking out the crowd each day.  That day's
crew featured green and orange and purple hair (on the same person), colorful tattoos
covering entire bodies, a girl wearing shorts and striped Pippi Longstocking leggings
and Army boots, others with rings in their ears, noses, lips, and places my mom
said I didn't want to know about, geeky guys riding fat-tired Schwinns, and
bikers riding big Harleys.  Man, stopping at Jo's was like going to the circus.



I
heard tires screeching.


I
turned back and saw a long-haired guy on a trail bike swerve south off Nellie Street and onto Congress at a high speed and then play chicken with the traffic.  He
skidded to a stop at Jo's and jumped off his bike.  Andy Prescott was SoCo's
resident traffic-ticket lawyer and adrenaline junkie.  He rode a Stumpjumper
trail bike, which was like tempting death with the traffic in Austin.  He had
gotten a ticket dismissed for Mom a while back; she was speeding because she
was late picking Maddy up from after-school.  After my dad got deployed, I tried
to hire Andy to sue the government and make them stop the war, but he said,
"Dude, haven't you heard of the military-industrial complex?"  I
hadn't.  "Well," he said, "you might as well sue Mother Nature
to stop the sun coming up."  I wasn't sure what that meant.  He now stuck
a fist out at me and said, "How're you doing, little man?"


We
fist-bumped.


"I'm
good."


"Keep
the faith, bro."


I
wasn't sure what that meant either, but I said "Okay" and continued
my stroll up South Congress past the Hotel San José, the silver Airstream camper
in the parking lot where they sold crepes (not "creeps" like Coach
Slimes, but "crepes," which are like French enchiladas), and George playing
his guitar for tips next to Güero's Taco Bar.  I crossed Elizabeth Street and
walked by Lucy in Disguise with Diamonds (a costume store with a front wall of
painted faces of famous people) and my favorite store, Uncommon Objects (a
secondhand shop with a metal sculpture of a cowboy riding a jackrabbit above
the marquee).  When I got to the tattoo parlor—Body Art by Ramon—I put
my nose against the glass and cupped my face to block out the glare so I could
see in.  I always liked to watch Ramon work.  He was inking in a tattoo on a
girl's leg.  She was bleeding.  I thought I might hurl the Butterfinger
bar.  


"Whaddaya
say, Max?"


A
scruffy looking old guy sitting on the stoop was talking to me; he was the kind
of person your mother would grab your arm and pull you away from if he
approached you on the street.  He looked crazy, but he wasn't.   


"Hey,
Floyd T."


Floyd
T.—no one knew what the T stood for—was the neighborhood homeless person.  He
had blue eyes, red reading glasses, and no left leg below the knee.  My dad said
Floyd T. had been an Army soldier, too, a hero in a war a long time ago.  So I
always saluted him, which I did now.  He saluted me back.


"Pull up a piece of concrete and sit a spell with me and Rex."


Rex
was Floyd T.'s dog.  I sat on the stoop and petted Rex.  He was a big German shepherd,
but he never bit me.  He was a good dog.  But he smelled bad.  Or maybe it was
Floyd T., I was never sure.  But I didn't care.  I liked visiting with them
because Floyd T. didn't talk down to me like I was just a kid.  He talked to me
just like I was a grownup, too, which I appreciated even if I didn't understand
everything he said, like that time I asked him why he was homeless, and he
said, "Because we lost my war."


But
Floyd T. didn't seem like a loser to me.  He seemed like a grandfather, only he
wasn't.  (Dad said he had never been married or had children.)  I never had a
grandfather.  Both had died a long time ago.  


"No
bullies today?" Floyd T. said.


"You
know about Vic and his gang?"


"Anyone
comes and goes on the fifteen hundred block, I know about 'em."


"They
didn't chase me today."


"Why
not?"


"They're
scared."


"Of
what?"


"Me.
I have superpowers."


"Well,
that's handy."


"Yep."


Floyd
T. grunted.  "Well, I don't know about superpowers, but as long as they
stay scared, that's all that matters."


"Did
you get bullied when you were a kid?"


"Can't
remember back that far."


"My
dad said he fought his way out of South Boston."


Floyd
T. smiled.  A few of his teeth were missing, and the others were yellow.


"I
bet he did.  And I bet he won more fights than he lost."


"I
got my mother's size."


"And
her sweet soul."


"What's
that mean?"


"Means
you care about folks.  Like old homeless soldiers."


"I
miss him.  My dad."


Floyd
T. patted my back.  "I know you do.  I miss him, too."


My
dad and Floyd T. were good friends because they were both soldiers.  Dad and I
would walk over here, and I'd go check out the used stuff in Uncommon Objects
while Dad and Floyd T. sat on the stoop and talked about their wars and other
man stuff.  Dad said it was like having the man talks he had never had with his
own dad.  He said underneath that beard and hair and smell, Floyd T. was
actually a handsome man, like my grandfather had been.  Like my dad was.  They
did a "Hunks of Austin" calendar to raise money for charity and they
asked him to pose in his fireman's gear except without his shirt, but Mom had said, "Over my dead body!"


I
felt my eyes water up.  I leaned into Floyd T. and put my head on his chest
like I used to do with my dad even though Floyd T. smelled particularly bad
today.  He patted me on the back until I sat up again.  Then he adjusted his
fake left leg and pushed himself up.  He grabbed a tool and started scraping the
wood trim around Ramon's plate-glass window.  


I
wiped my face and said, "What are you doing?"


"Scraping
off the old paint.  Then I'm gonna sand the wood and paint it."


"What
color?"


"Ramon's
thinking red."


"I
like red."


"Me,
too."


"Is
Ramon paying you?"


"Two hundred bucks."


"Two hundred bucks?  Wow.  What're you gonna buy, an
iPhone or a Wii?"


"Food."


"Oh.
Well, food's nice, too."


"Yep."


"Our
house needs painting, but we can't afford to hire anyone.  I'm supposed to be
the man of the house, but …"


"Bit
young for the job, don't you think?"


"Tell
me.  I'm still trying to figure out fractions."  





After
a while, I said goodbye and headed home.  I crossed Congress Avenue at the
light by Allen's Boots.  I was really careful to watch for speeding cars
running the red light—texting drivers posed a constant threat to pedestrians in
  Austin, Texas.  But I got across safely and walked over to Drake Avenue and past Mrs. Cushing's house.  She was out in her short-shorts, and a neighborhood
dad had stopped to admire her garden.  In most neighborhoods, a purple house
would stand out.  But not in ours.  Mom said our neighborhood was
"eclectic," which was a fancy word for weird.  One house was red with
bright blue trim, another lime green with yellow trim, another had a bright
orange front door, and one had a peace sign framed with Christmas lights on the
roof.  There were several crazy modern houses and even a few gingerbread
houses.  Only a few houses were new.  Most were old, but most had been
renovated.  


Except
ours.


At
least our neighborhood wasn't boring.  I walked down the street and was almost
to our hedgerow when I looked over at the neighbors' house and saw the boy with
the pale face.  But he wasn't up in the window.  He was sitting on the porch
steps.  I waved.  He waved back, so I walked over to him.  He stood.  


"Hi,
I'm Max."


"I
am Norbert."


He
was shorter than me—in fact, he was barely taller than Maddy—and a lot skinnier.
His skin was perfect and so pale it seemed transparent.  His hair was white,
and his soft eyes were almost clear.  He had red lips, like when Maddy played
with Mom's make-up.  He was the strangest looking boy I'd ever seen.  I figured
he must be foreign.  He was wearing a crisp short-sleeve blue shirt with a
collar that buttoned down, creased khakis, a brown belt, brown socks, and brown
loafers that looked brand new.  In fact, Norbert looked brand new, like he had
just stepped out of the L.L. Bean catalog we get in the mail.


"I've
never known anyone named Norbert."


"It
is a family name."


He
talked like the two Bosnian refugees at school, like English was a foreign language
or something.


"Oh.
Max isn't anybody's name.  At least not in my family."


Norbert
sat back down, so I sat next to him.  I hunched over and rested my elbows on my
knees, but Norbert sat with his back straight.  He had perfect posture.  Mrs.
Broadus says I slump.  


I
sniffed.  Norbert even smelled new, like the Suburban when we first bought it,
before we had spilled Gatorade and ice cream and M&Ms and cheese puffs and
other assorted food items on the carpet.  Mom said that if we lost the house we
could survive for a month in the Suburban just on the food we spilled under the
seats.  I understood the food part but not the "lost" part; I mean, a
house is a pretty big thing to lose.  


"Don't
you go to school?" I asked.


He
shook his head.  "I am educated at home."


"Why?"


"My
intellect is far too advanced for your schools."


"I
knew it—you're foreign."


"Yes."


"California?"


"Los Angeles.  How did you know?"


"Everyone
who moves here from California says our schools are terrible.  But our football
teams are great, so people here don't care."


Norbert
gestured down the sidewalk.  "You were not pursued home this day?"


"Pursued?
Oh, you mean Vic and his posse?"


Norbert
nodded.


"No,
they didn't chase me today."


"Why
not?"


"They're
scared of me now, because of what I did to them yesterday.  Did you see that?"
I pointed out at the sidewalk in front of the house.  "They were all over
me, and I threw my fists out, and they went flying down the sidewalk."  I
smiled at the memory.  "Boy, that was amazing."


"Yes.
Amazing."  


"I
think I have superpowers, like the Hulk."


"What
is a hulk?"


"Not
a hulk.  The Hulk.  When he gets mad, he gets really big and
really strong.  He's a superhero, like Superman and Spiderman and Batman.
Well, Batman doesn't really have superpowers, but he's got neat gadgets that
make him seem super."


"Ah."


"So
how do you like living in Austin?"


"I
have not yet observed the city."


"Well,
I can show you around the neighborhood, if you want?"


"That
would be excellent."


"How
about this weekend?"


"My
father will be working, so I will be available."


"What
does he do?"


"He
is employed by the government.  He must work every day and many nights."


"Where's
your mom?"


Norbert's
expression changed.  "Her existence was terminated."


I
wasn't exactly sure what that meant, but his face told me it wasn't good.  We
didn't say anything for a few minutes, and I could tell he was sad so I changed
the subject.


"You
got any brothers or sisters?"


"I
have no siblings."


"I've
got two.  Scarlett, she's fourteen, and Maddy, she's four.  So—"


I
froze.  A black car had turned onto our street.  I watched it come closer, but
it didn't stop.  It drove past our house.  I realized I had been holding my
breath.  I exhaled and felt my body relax.


"Are
your emotions in turmoil?" Norbert asked.


"Oh,
uh, I don't like black cars."


Norbert
stared at me a moment then nodded.  "I understand."


"You
do?"


"Yes.
I do."


That's
weird.  


"So
you're home alone a lot?"


"I
am."


"Well,
I've got a baseball game tomorrow morning at ten, if you want to come?"


"Baseball.
The American pastime invented by Alexander Cartwright in eighteen-forty-five.  Do
you take performance enhancing drugs?"


"Nah.
Kids don't do that, only the pros.  So they can hit more home runs."


"Do
you hit home runs?"


"Me?
I've never even had a hit.  You play?"


"I
do not engage in athletic contests."


"I
shouldn't.  But my mom is worried about me, she says I spend too much time in
my room these days.  So, dude, you want to come to my game?"


"What
is a 'dude'?"


I
started to laugh—who on Earth didn't know what "dude" meant?—then
I remembered:  home schooled.


"Oh,
that's just an expression.  It means friend."


"I
am your friend?"


"You
are now."


Norbert's
face brightened.  "Dude, I would like to attend your baseball game."


"Okay.
We'll leave around nine, so just come on over."


I
said goodbye and walked around the hedge to my house.  And I thought, Nice
boy, but he does have a funny way of expressing himself.





"I
met the new kid next door.  His name is Norbert.  Seems like a nice boy.  Short
but nice."


We
were eating dinner—chili—and playing Scrabble.  Scarlett was winning, Maddy was
pretending to be a cat so she was trying to eat her chili without a spoon, and Mom was pouring a glass from another long bottle. 


"Norbert?"
Scarlett said.  "That's an odd name."


"He's
foreign.  From California."


"Does
he go to your school?" Mom asked.


"No,
he's home schooled."


"Ohhh."


Ohhh,
like when a neighborhood mom told her that Mrs. Cushing modeled underwear for
the newspaper advertisements when she was younger.  


"He
talks kind of funny, but he seems real smart.  Anyway, he doesn't have a mother
and his dad's working this weekend, so I invited him to my game."


"Are
they divorced or is she …"


"I
don't know, but he seemed kind of sad.  So is it okay if he comes with us?"


"Sure."


"But
be prepared, because he's kind of different."


"A-L-I-E-N,"
Scarlett said.  "Double word score, that's ten points."
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Maddy
screamed, "Aah!"


She was standing frozen at the bottom of the stairs
and pointing at the front door.  A pale face was plastered against the glass.
Which made me jump, too.


But
it was just Norbert.


"It's
okay, Maddy.  He's the boy from next door."  


I
opened the front door.  Norbert was again dressed like a catalog boy.   


"Hey,
Norbert."


"Dude."


It
was seven the next morning.  I was already dressed in my rec specs and Dodgers
uniform for the game.  Mom and Scarlett slept in on Saturdays—Dad said they were
getting their beauty sleep, but they always looked the same when they woke up.
Maddy and I got up early to watch cartoons and eat Honey-Nut Cheerios out of
the box.  I introduced Maddy to Norbert.  She went into the den and turned on
the TV.  I went into the kitchen and found the cereal in the pantry and two
long bottles in the trash.  


Dad
had always gotten up with us and cooked a big breakfast on Saturdays.  (Firemen
cook for each other at the station.)  He'd have the table set and the food
served when Mom and Scarlett came downstairs.  We used to look forward to his breakfasts.
Everything was different now.  Funny how you take your parents for granted.
You think, Hey, I've got my Wii.  I'm happy.  But when your dad isn't
there anymore, a Wii won't make you happy.  Trust me on that.







An
hour later when Mom came downstairs—she did not look like she'd just had a
beauty sleep—Norbert was finishing off the box of Cheerios and laughing hysterically,
like it was the first time he'd ever seen SpongeBob.  It was just a
rerun, but a sponge living in a pineapple on the ocean floor, that never gets
old.


"That
Mr. Krabs, he is quite an amusing character," Norbert said.
"Cha-ching.  I like that, although I am not sure what it means." 


"Money,"
I said.  "You know, like the sound of a cash register."  I turned to Mom.  "This is Norbert.  He's the kid from next door."


"Hello,
Norbert.  I'm Mrs. Dugan."


Norbert
jumped off the couch, stood straight, and reached up and shook my mom's hand
like a grownup.  


"Norbert
Nordstrom.  Thank you for the pie.  I enjoyed consuming it."


Mom gave me one of those looks that said, Wow, when you said short, you really meant short.
But to Norbert, she said, "You're quite welcome.  Nordstrom … is that
a Swedish name?"


"Not
exactly."


"Well,
you look very nice, Norbert.  We're happy you're going to the game with us."
 Mom looked around.  "Where's Maddy?"


I
glanced around.  "She was right here."


"Maddy!"


She
came running out of the kitchen with a box of cereal, took a hard left around
us, and circled the den three times before running back into the kitchen.  Mom groaned.


"Max,
she got into the Lucky Charms."


During
one of Mom's few—like once in a lifetime—weak moments, I had talked her
into buying a box of Lucky Charms.  Madeleine Dugan was now riding a major-league
sugar high.


"My
bad."


A
voice from above:  "Hi, guys."


Scarlett
bounced down the stairs in her green-and-gold cheerleader outfit.  She cheered
for the eighth-grade football team on Saturday afternoons.  Band, cheerleading,
the chess club, the yearbook staff—Mom said staying busy was Scarlett's way of
coping.  And it was less painful than hitting walls, although playing the
clarinet would be a close second. 


"Scarlett,
this is our new neighbor," Mom said.  "Norbert."


"Hi,
Norbert.  I'm Scarlett."


Norbert
did not speak.  He stood there with his mouth open, staring up at my big sister
like I stared at the chocolate fountain at Whole Foods.  He finally spoke.


"You
are a magnificent example of your species." 


"Nah,"
I said.  "She's just fourteen.  Older girls always look glamorous.
Especially the cheerleaders."


"How
old are you, Norbert?" Scarlett asked.


"Ten
… in your years."


Scarlett
laughed.  "As opposed to dog years?"


"I
told you he has a funny way of expressing himself," I said.


Mom and Scarlett ate breakfast, then we went out back—Maddy ran—and piled into the old Suburban.
My parents had bought the big SUV when gas was cheap and no one was worried
about global warming, but now we couldn't afford to buy a hybrid.  Norbert looked
around as if he had never been in a car before, then he abruptly leaned over.
He came back up with a blue peanut M&M.  


"What
is this?" he asked.


"Oh,"
I said, "that's a peanut M&M.  They're great."


"A
food item?"


"Uh,
yeah, but—"


Before
I could stop him, he ate it.


"It
is tasty."


"Dude,
that's probably been on the floorboard for like, months! … You see any
more?"


We
drove over to the baseball fields by the lake.  When he wasn't staring at
Scarlett, Norbert stared wide-eyed out the window like Japanese tourists on
their first trip to Texas hoping to see cowboys and Indians.  When we got to
the field, I ran ahead with my glove and bat for warm-ups.


"Good
luck, Max!" Mom yelled.    





"Cup
check!"


A
field of dreams.  A baseball diamond on a glorious Saturday morning—the sun was
bright, the sky blue, the grass green, and the cotton candy pink.  The popcorn
was white.  The hot dogs were … that hot dog color.  Most people come to
the ball park for the crack of the bat, the roar of the crowd, the smell of the
grass … I come for the concession stand.  I was standing on the infield
grass eating my high-protein-and-carbs pregame meal—a Snickers bar—and daydreaming
about my postgame meal—a foot-long (they were actually only 9¾ inches long; I measured)
all-beef hot dog.  


Consequently,
Coach's words—"Cup check!"—never fully registered with my mind.  But
I followed the other players and lined up along the first base line anyway.  The
alluring scent of freshly grilled hot dogs had drifted over on the breeze, and
my mind was slathering mustard and relish on a big fat juicy dog wrapped in a
soft warm bun … so I was completely unaware that Coach was now walking down
the line of boys and conducting the mandatory pregame cup check—rapping each
boy's cup with a metal bat—the bigger boys standing proudly with their
shoulders back and their cups forward as if daring Coach to give them a good
rap, so he did, each time a bit harder, but he saved the hardest rap for … me.



"Uummpphh!'


A
nauseating pain washed over my body and abruptly ended my hot dog dreams.  I clutched
my crotch and dropped to my knees then rolled forward to the ground.  The brown
gob of Snickers fell out of my open mouth.  The other boys laughed, and Coach
Slimes—he was the baseball coach, too—chuckled.


"Forgot
your cup again, Max?"


"Yep."


My
voice sounded like Maddy's.


"Man
up, Max," Coach said.  





I
adjusted my cup.


I
had manned up and was now standing out in left field where nothing much ever
happened.  Which was why Coach Slimes always put me out here.  He said I would
have fewer opportunities to commit errors in the outfield.  Not many ten- or
eleven-year-old kids could hit the ball out of the infield, so playing in the
outfield was pretty boring.  I tried not to daydream just in case a ball did
come my way, but none ever did.  So I mostly passed the time adjusting my cup.


At
least out here you had a good view of the game.


Coach
called us his "band of misfits" when he was in a good mood, which is
to say, when we were winning.  When we were losing, he called us a "bunch
of lazy pishers," although none of us knew what pishers were.  


But
we were a motley crew.


Ronald,
who played in right field, was an even worse athlete than me.  Right now he was
scratching his butt and staring up at the jets on their final approach to the Austin airport like he was fascinated with flight.  This was his first baseball season.  He
was home schooled and seldom socialized with kids his own age, so his mom
thought baseball would be a good developmental experience. 


"Ronald!"
Coach yelled.  "The game's not up there!  It's down here!"


Joey
in center field, Cole on first, and Mitch at short were good athletes who knew
how to play baseball.  Skipper at third wasn't as good, but he tried to make up
for his lack of skill with enthusiasm.  He chanted at every batter on every
pitch:  "Come on batter batter batter, swing batter!"  Which drove
the batters nuts.  And me, too.  After six innings of that, I wanted to clock
Skipper with an aluminum bat.  


Osvaldo
at second stood just over four feet tall and wasn't as good as his dad thought
he was, but with a name like Osvaldo Rodriguez—his dad called him
"O-Rod"—he figured he was a sure bet for the pros.  


Curtis
behind the plate was a C student so he didn't think twice about blocking pitches
in the dirt, and Cade on the mound was the star of the team.  Mom said he was a prima donna, which means he thinks he's special.  He did.  He fussed at the
umpires if they called balls when he was pitching and strikes when he was
batting, he griped at us for committing errors and ruining his win-loss record,
and he wore a cup that was way too big for an eleven-year-old kid.  But he was
the best pitcher and hitter on the team, and he was Coach Slimes' son, so we
had to put up with his All-Star attitude.


But
that's little league.


Outside
the fences, the dads paced back and forth, coaching from the sidelines—"Come
on, Johnny, you're killing me, son!  You gotta turn on that ball!"  The
moms sat in the stands drinking their mocha-coca lattes and chatting or texting
on their cell phones, but every other game you'd get the helicopter mom who
yelled out to her son, "Ricky!  Let me know if you need help with your cup!"
Funny, sure (for everyone except Ricky), but that kind of thing could scar a
kid for life.  Anyway, the stuff going on outside the fences was often more
entertaining than that going on inside the fences.     


That's
little league, too.


Kids
my age and skill level—in the 10/11 rec fall ball instructional league—we
played "daddy ball."  All the coaches were the players' dads—the dads
coached so their kids could play.  Most, though, didn't have a clue how to instruct
in the fundamentals of baseball since their only prior baseball experience had
been daddy ball when they were kids; but they coached so their sons would get
to play their favorite positions even if they weren't any good.  (Mom called it "nepotism," but I didn't know what that meant; all I knew was that I was
stuck playing outfield.)  


Anyway,
my dad had been our coach before he deployed.  He had played baseball in
college, so he taught us the correct fundamentals.  And he knew that you
couldn't master the fundamentals of baseball at ten.  So he didn't go ballistic
when we committed errors, which was often.  There were a lot of errors in
little league.  If I let a grounder go through my legs or dropped a pop fly, he
never yelled at me.  Baseball was about having fun.  He would always say,
"It's not about winning, boys, it's about having fun.  Let's have some fun
today."  I always had fun when he coached.


Baseball
wasn't as much fun without my dad.    


It
was so weird to look over to our dugout and not see him standing there.  He had
coached every one of my games the last three years except for a couple when he
had to put out a burning house or rescue a utility worker from a telephone pole,
which I understood.  I mean, saving a house or the telephone guy was more
important than watching me strike out three times.


But
Coach Slimes now stood where my dad had stood.  He was wearing a white Dodgers
jersey that was tight around his big belly and stretch knit coach's shorts that
dropped down in the back and exposed his crack, which sort of made me nauseous.
(Mom said he looked like a plumber in a baseball uniform.)  Coach wanted
desperately to win the rec league championship, as if putting the cheap little
trophy on his mantel would make his life.   He counted the days until his son
Cade signed a multimillion-dollar major league contract, probably with the New
York Yankees.  "He's another Mickey Mantle," Coach had said a hundred
times.


I
wasn't. 


Coach
said I was more Mickey Mouse than Mickey Mantle.  Funny, but he never said that
kind of stuff when my dad was the head dad and he was just an assistant dad.  My
dad said I was going to be a late bloomer, which was better than being an early
bloomer.  He said a lot of guys he grew up with were stars in junior high but
didn't even play in high school.  They had bloomed early, then wilted.
"Max," he said, "when you bloom, watch out."  Which sounded
good, but I couldn't help but wonder, What if I never bloom?


Cade
was an early bloomer.  He was tall and lean, and he actually had muscles.  He had
struck out every batter so far, which was good for the team, but it made the game
boring for an outfielder.  My mom waved at me from the bleachers behind the
home plate fence.  I waved back.


"Max,
quit waving to your mommy and pay attention!" Coach Slimes yelled.


Mom gave him a glare.  She said Coach Slimes was a moron.  I liked that about her.  I also liked
that she didn't act like the other moms and tape my every movement at every
game on a camcorder or call me "Big'un" or yell "You da
man!" whenever I got up to bat or run out onto the field screaming
"My baby!  My baby!" every time I took a fastball in the ribs and
collapsed to the dirt and writhed in excruciating pain.  Whenever that
happened, my dad always walked over from the dugout and squatted next to me and
said in a real calm voice, "I know it hurts, Max.  Just breathe deep and
slow and the pain will ease.  Deep and slow.  That a boy."


Coach
Slimes just yelled from the dugout:  "Man up, Max!" 





"You're
up, Max!"


Coach
always put me last in the batting order—my batting average was exactly .000
because I had struck out every single at-bat—so I didn't bat until the bottom
of the third inning.  My dad always said, "Remember, Max, Babe Ruth struck
out one thousand three hundred thirty times in his career.  But he also hit
seven hundred fourteen home runs."  I always thought he made a good
point.  Problem was, while I was chasing the Babe's strikeout record, I had yet
to hit a single home run.  Or triple.  Or double.  Or single.  Or to reach base
on a fielding error.  


My
bat had never even made contact with the ball! 


I
walked up to home plate.  I was left-handed, so I dug in with my left foot deep
in the batter's box.  I dug in and stayed in.  I never bailed out of the box.
I wasn't afraid of the ball; I just couldn't hit the dang ball.  


We
were playing the White Sox.  Vic was their catcher.  He and his crew played
baseball too because their Pony league football games were on Tuesday
afternoons and the baseball games were on Saturday.  He had regained some of
his nerve over the past two days, so he taunted me from behind his mask.  


"Maybe
you should play softball with the girls, Max.  The ball's as big as a
grapefruit, maybe you could hit it."


I
made a throw-up sound and leaned toward him, which made him jump back.


"Fooled
you," I said.


Vic's
eyes flashed dark.  "Get ready to duck."  


In
rec league, the biggest and strongest boys always pitched because they could
throw the ball the hardest.  The White Sox pitcher was really big, and he could
throw a baseball really hard.  He threw the ball really hard now—right at my
head.  


I
dove to the ground.


Vic
laughed.  I spit dirt from my mouth, picked myself up and dusted myself off,
then proceeded to go down on three called strikes.  After that first pitch, I
was too nervous to swing.  Great—now I'm afraid of the ball.  I dragged
my bat back to the dugout but glanced over at my family in the bleachers.  Mom yelled encouragement.


"You'll
hit a home run next time, Max!"  


She
always said that but it never happened.  Norbert seemed fascinated by the game
and my big sister, Scarlett was reading her teen vampire romance book, and
Maddy was running back and forth in front of the bleachers like Butch, the backyard
neighbor's pit bull, in his dog run.  When I got back to the dugout, Coach gave
me a look of disgust.  I figured this was as good a time as any to ask the same
question I asked every game.


"Coach,
when can I play first base?"


"When
there's a Republican in the White House."


"Does
that mean no?"


"Yes,
that means no."


"Yes
means no?  That's confusing."


"Get
out to left field."





I
was standing out in left field the next inning trying to get my cup adjusted.  The
sun was blazing down, and it was getting pretty hot.  I had broken out in a
full-body sweat, which made my skin chafe under the cup.  Man, I was probably
going to get a nasty rash.  The game was scoreless, but the White Sox had
loaded the bases with two outs.  Vic was coming up to bat; he was their best
hitter.  Cade, our pitcher, had walked three straight batters, so you couldn't
really blame me for what happened next.  But I knew everyone on the team would.
I was paying really close attention until someone yelled at me.


"You're
a dork, Max!"  


I
turned to see who it was—Biff, Bud, and Rod were taunting me from the visitors'
dugout, which was down the third base line not far from where I was standing—and
I was thinking of a witty retort when I heard the ping of Vic's aluminum
bat hitting the ball.  When I looked back to the field, everyone was looking at
me, which meant only one thing:  the ball was coming at me.  I looked up just
in time to see the ball before it hit me in the head.


Three
runs scored.


I
was lying on the ground, but I heard the fans laughing—you learn pretty fast
that spectators at a youth sporting event are a tough crowd.  Coach Slimes and
my teammates were gathered around, and I was gazing up at them, but they didn't
seem at all worried that I might have a concussion.  I didn't, because the ball
hit the bill of my cap and bounced off, but you'd think Coach would have at
least asked if I was okay.  Instead he said, "Max, that's a three-run
error!  You cost us the game!"  


Coach
knew how to make a kid feel good.


Vic
stood on third base with a big grin on his face.  He yelled, "Thanks, Max!"



I
got up off the ground to a weak smattering of applause because I hadn't suffered
permanent brain damage.  Thankfully my mom had stayed in the stands; if she had
come out to check on me, the guys would have teased me mercilessly.  The next
batter grounded out to first, and I trudged over to the dugout.  The other kids
gave me the evil eye and acted totally disgusted with me.


"Way
to go, Max," Mitch said.


"You
lost the game for us, Max," Skipper said.


"I
had a shutout, Max," Cade said, "and you ruined it for me!"


"You
walked three batters," I said.


"That
umpire's blind!"


I
sat on the bench and fought tears.  I turned to the bleachers.  Mom's head hung low.  Scarlett's hands covered her face.  Maddy had finally come down from her
sugar high and crash-landed in Mom's lap.  Her eyes were shut.  Norbert's were
not; he was staring at me.  It was weird, but his expression made me think he
could hear what the other kids were saying to me.  I gave him a lame shrug.





It
was now the bottom of the last inning, and we were in the dugout.  We were
still losing 3-0, so everyone had already put this game in the loss column and
moved on to other more pressing matters.  O-Rod and Curtis were debating whether
Emmitt Smith or Michael Irvin was the best ex-Dallas Cowboy to compete on Dancing
with the Stars … Joey and Skipper were arguing over which video game
offered more blood and guts, Modern Warfare II  or Medal of Honor
… Mitch was sitting next to me and telling me about how his stepmom was a
mean witch but his dad didn't believe him because she was twenty-five and
looked like a supermodel … and Ronald was pacing the dugout like a TV
preacher addressing his congregation:


"The
stimulus was a joke.  They're raising our taxes and choosing our doctors, and if
this cap and trade passes, there won't be any jobs for us when we get out of
college!"


No
one ever paid any attention to Ronald.  His weekly political rants had become
routine.  Mom said that's what happens when kids are home schooled—they watch Fox
News all day.  


Coach
Slimes abruptly turned from his position at the entrance to the dugout—I
thought he was going to yell at us for not paying attention to the game—but he pointed
at O-Rod and Curtis and said, "Emmitt was the best, hands down," then
he pointed at Joey and Skipper and said, "Medal of Honor," and
finally at Ronald and said, "No politics in the dugout!  Although you are
right."


"Coach,"
Ronald said.


"What?"


"I
gotta pee."


Coach
exhaled and dropped his head.


"Little
league," he muttered.





The
first two batters grounded out, but then the game took a surprising turn.  Mitch
walked, Cole singled, and Joey got hit by a pitch.  The bases were suddenly loaded
… which I didn't know because I was sitting on the bench finishing off a
Baby Ruth bar (I tried to eat sunflower seeds in the dugout like the big
leaguers do, but I kept choking on the shells) and again thinking about that all-beef
hot dog smothered in mustard at the concession stand after the game—boy,
that's going to taste good—when Coach's loud voice interrupted my thoughts.


"Max—you're
up!"


What?
I'm up?


"Dad," Cade pleaded, "pinch hit for
Max.  I can still get the victory."


Coach
shook his head.  "I would, but I can't.  The rules don't allow it.  Max
has to bat."  


Not
exactly the vote of confidence I was hoping for.  Coach turned to me.  


"Max,
we have two outs.  So don't swing.  Our only hope is that he walks you."


"But
if I don't swing, he might strike me out."


My
words came out funny because I was chewing on the Baby Ruth.


"What?"


"If
I don't swing, he might strike me out."


Still
funny.  Still chewing.


"Max,
I can't understand what you're saying.  Swallow the candy bar."


I
swallowed the rest of the Baby Ruth, which took a few seconds because of the
chewy caramel center.   Coach now had his hands on his hips.


"I
said, if I don't swing, he might strike me out."


"If
you swing, you'll strike out for sure."


"I
could try to put down a bunt."


"Yeah,
and I could try out for the Yankees.  Don't swing that bat, Max."


I
put on a batting helmet and grabbed my aluminum bat.  I dragged the bat to home
plate.  Vic was grinning behind his catcher's mask.  He held up two fingers.


"Two
outs!" he yelled to his teammates.  "And my little sister's a better
hitter than Max!"


Actually,
she was.  She played tee ball and had real extra-base power for a kindergartner.
But everyone in the place heard Vic and laughed—except my family.  Mom's hands were clenched in front of her face as if she were praying—








"Please, God," Kate Dugan whispered in the
stands, "let him get a hit.  He needs a hit.  Just a little hit, or an
error, that'd work, too …"







—Scarlett
was again hiding her face in her hands, and Maddy was still sleeping in Mom's lap.  But Norbert was gone.  He was no longer sitting in the bleachers next to Scarlett.  I
searched the crowded bleachers and found him standing at the fence right behind
home plate.  Our eyes met, and he said, "Swing with great force,
Max."


I
glanced over at Coach.  He flashed me the "take" sign—a slap on his
right leg—and mouthed "Do not swing."  I turned back to Norbert.


"Swing
with great force, Max."


I
swung with great force at the first pitch and missed the ball by a mile.


Coach
yelled, "Max, did you miss the sign?"


He
gave me the "take" sign again, real emphatically this time—he slapped
his leg so hard I thought he might hurt himself.  I looked back at Norbert.  


"Swing
with great force, Max," he said again.


I
swung with even greater force at the next pitch and missed again.


Coach
threw his hands up and yelled even louder:  "Max!  What are you doing?  I
gave you the take sign!"  


He
stepped onto the field and called over to the umpire.


"Blue!
Timeout!"


The
umpire called time.  Coach waved me over like there was an emergency or
something, so I walked over to him.  He leaned over and put his hands on his
knees and his mouth in my face, close enough that I knew he had bacon for
breakfast and not that organic turkey bacon Mom makes us eat but real bacon,
the fatty kind that tasted great and caused heart attacks.  


"Max
… DO—NOT—SWING—THAT—BAT.  Do you understand me?"  


I
nodded.


"If
you take that bat off your shoulder, Max, I'm gonna take that bat and …"



I
could tell he wanted to say something inappropriate that might get him kicked
out of little league coaching for life, but he calmed himself.  


"Just
don't swing, okay?" 


I
nodded then returned to the batter's box.  I dug in again then glanced back at
Norbert.  


"Swing
with great force, Max," he said again. 


He
gave me a thumbs-up, just like my dad used to do.  Like he believed in me just
like my dad always believed in me.  My dad's thumbs-up always made me feel more
confident, like I could hit the ball; I never did, but I thought I could.  For
some reason, Norbert's thumbs-up had the same effect.  I felt confident.  I took
my stance and dug my back foot into the dirt and waggled the bat.  I was determined
to hit that ball.  The big White Sox pitcher wound up, reared back, and threw
the ball really hard.  


But
the ball didn't come at me hard.


It came at me slowly.  V-e-r-y … s-l-o-w-l-y.
I glanced around.  The whole world had suddenly shifted into slow motion.  The
players in the field, the fans in the bleachers, Vic and the umpire behind the
plate—everyone was moving in slow motion.  Coach yelled, "M-A-X … D-O … N-O-T… S-W-I-N-G!"  His words came out long and slow.  Everyone was
speaking and moving really slowly.  Except me.  I looked back at the ball.  I
could actually see the laces rotating—the pitcher had thrown a four-seam
fastball.  The ball seemed to be hanging in midair.  I had heard great athletes
talk about being "in the zone" when the game seemed to slow down for
them.  I didn't have a clue what they were talking about … until now.  I
was definitely in the zone.  And I knew I could hit that ball.  So I kicked my lead
leg high like the pros do, then rotated my hips hard and threw the barrel of
the bat at the ball with all my might just like my dad had taught me and I— 


—hit
the ball.


Just
as suddenly, the world returned to normal speed, like God had hit the PLAY
button on the remote right when I had hit the ball.  I heard the resounding ping
of the metal bat making impact with the hard leather-wrapped baseball, and I felt
an exhilarating vibration run down my arms and through my entire body.  It was
the best feeling of my entire life, except for that time Mom made double-fudge chocolate
cake for my birthday, the kind with the pudding in the middle.  I dropped the
bat and stood at home plate and watched the white ball rising higher and higher
into the blue sky and flying farther and farther and the fans in the bleachers shouting
louder and louder and Coach and my teammates running out of the dugout and jumping
for joy as the ball flew over the fence and out of the park.


Max
Dugan had hit a home run.    


A
walk-off grand slam to win the game 4-3.  I jogged around the bases like the
pros do and jumped on home plate with both feet.  My teammates mobbed me and
hoisted me onto their shoulders, and the spectators gave me a standing ovation,
like I was a big-leaguer who had just hit a home run to win the World Series.  I
glanced over at Norbert.  He was smiling.  Mom was crying, Scarlett's mouth was
hanging open like that time we had walked into Güero's and come face to face
with Matthew McConaughey, and Maddy was jumping up and down and clapping her
hands.  I had done something that no ten-year-old or eleven-year-old or
twelve-year-old kid had ever done in league history:  I had hit a ball out of
the park.  Dead straight over the 295' sign in center field.  Vic had pulled
off his catcher's mask, but he remained frozen in place behind home plate, staring
at the outfield fence with a stunned expression.  


"How'd
he do that?"


Boy,
I wished my dad could have seen that.








 


 


six 


After
my games, Dad would always carry Maddy on his shoulders over to the concession
stand, and we'd walk next to him.  He was big and he was strong and he made us
all feel safe.  The world didn't feel as safe without him.  Someone slapped me
on the back hard enough to knock me off stride.


"I
knew you could do it, Max."


Coach
Slimes.  Grinning down at me as he walked past, as if I'd forgotten his
"Don't swing, Max!" instructions and all was forgiven.  I hadn't, and
it wasn't.  So I just nodded back.  We were walking to the concession stand.
When Coach was far enough away not to hear, Mom said, "What a jerk."
I liked Mom when she said stuff like that, when she didn't worry about being a
role model for us, when she was just a regular person who thought Coach Slimes was
a big fat jerk, too.


"Excellent
home run, dude," Norbert said.


"Man,
I was really in the zone."


I
stuck my fist out to Norbert.  He stared at it with an odd expression.


"Are
you attempting to strike my body?"


"What?
No, dude, I'm giving you a fist-bump."  Being home schooled, he obviously didn't
know how to properly execute a fist-bump, so I said, "Make a fist."


He
did.


"Stick
it out to me."


He
did.


"Now
we bump fists."


We
did.


"That's
a fist-bump."


"And
what is the purpose of this act?"


"It's
a male-bonding type of thing, like a chest-bump."


"And
what is a chest-bump?"


Man,
that's sad.


"Congratulations,
Kate," a passing dad said.  "You got a real hitter there."


"Uh,
thanks."  When the dad was gone, Mom turned to me and said, "Why is
he congratulating me?  I didn't hit the home run.  You did."


"Oh,
that's daddy ball," I said.


"Daddy ball?"


"Yeah.  The dads get to bask in the glow of their sons'
glory.  With you, I guess it's mommy ball."


"Max,"
Scarlett said, "that home run was the most amazing thing I've ever seen.
How'd you do it?"


"I
told you.  I have superpowers."


She
didn't laugh this time.







We
walked past Vic and his boys hanging out on a bench.  I didn't tell Mom that they were the bullies who crushed my iPod because she might get in their faces and call
the cops—or at least their parents.  They gave me a look all the way past, like
they didn't know what to think of me.  Of course, I didn't know what to think
of me, either.  Once we were past them, Vic called out, "Who's the dwarf,
Dugan?"


I
ignored him, but I glanced at Norbert.  He didn't seem to know Vic had meant
him.


"Great
hit, Max," another player said as he jogged past.


People
were pointing at me and saying stuff like, "Big hit there, Max," and
"Way to go, Max," and "You da man, Max."  A little kid
stopped me and asked for my autograph.  "You're gonna be famous one
day," he said.


Mom dug a pen out of her purse, and I signed the kid's Hot Tamales box.  He skipped off like I
had made his day.


"That's
got to make you feel good," Mom said.


It
did.


A
boy whistled at Scarlett, but she ignored him.  At the concession stand, more
parents and kids slapped me on the back.  A girl Scarlett knew came up to her
and said, "Scarlett, your little brother's a real stud."


"Max?"


The
girl left, and Scarlett said, "Max, you made us famous.  It's like a
reality TV show."


For
the first time in my entire life, I felt special.  Like maybe I wasn't the lame
second child after all.  I stood there and basked in the glory of a grand slam while
Norbert gazed at Scarlett like she was an ice cream cone.


"Her
beauty haunts my thoughts," Norbert said.


Boy,
he had it bad.





I
inhaled the aroma of concession stand food.  I often heard the neighborhood
moms talking about all the great restaurants in Austin (after they talked about
Mrs. Cushing), but for my money there's nothing better than concession stand
food.  Hot dogs, popcorn, cotton candy—I loved cotton candy, but when I bought
a stick earlier in the season, I got teased brutally for carrying a big pink
fluffy gob of spun sugar.  So I didn't buy cotton candy anymore.  Now, standing
there and staring at the cotton candy machine, it was like looking at a
favorite toy from my childhood.


Game
day was one of the few times we could have food that was bad for us, so I always
made the most of the opportunity.  The concession stand lady handed me my foot-long
hot dog.  It felt warm in my hand.  I stepped over to the condo … conda … condominium table and squirted two lines of mustard the length of the hot dog
then took a big bite.  Man, that tasted good.  Mom smothered Maddy's hot dog in
ketchup, which was dangerous because she might slap the thing on her head.  


"What
do you want on your hot dog, Norbert?" my mom asked.


Norbert
stared at my hot dog as if he'd never seen one before.  


"Mrs.
Dugan, your food often gives me gas.  Do you think a hot dog would give me
gas?"


Mom laughed.  "Our food?"


"Everything
gives Max gas," Scarlett said.


I
nodded.  "That's true."


"You've
never had a hot dog?" Mom asked.


"No,
I have never experienced a hot dog."


Mom and I glanced at each other.  Home schooled.


"Dude,
you gotta try one.  Hot dogs are, like, one of the greatest inventions of
mankind.  Well, maybe except for cotton candy—I mean, how can they make sugar
do that?"


Mom handed a hot dog to Norbert.


"You
want mustard on it?" I asked. 


"I
do not know mustard."


I
squirted a line of mustard the length of the dog.  Norbert looked at it oddly,
then took a big bite.  He smiled.


"Excellent."


I
nodded.  "All beef."


Norbert
downed his hot dog in four big bites then stuck his fist out to me.  I gave him
a fist-bump. 


"Max,"
 Mom said, "I think a home run deserves Amy's."


"Yes!"


Norbert
farted loudly then nodded.  "The hot dog gave me gas."







Amy's
Ice Cream is an institution in Austin.  I think it's the best ice cream in the
world, although I've never had ice cream anywhere else in the world, except one
time when we went to the beach on Padre Island.  The Amy's on South Congress
across from the Austin Motel is a little walk-up place with a big board on the
outside wall which displayed that day's flavors:  sweet cream, white chocolate,
Mexican vanilla, Belgian chocolate, black velvet, pistachio, just vanilla, and
coffee.  My mom's favorite was white chocolate.  My dad's was sweet cream.
Mine was Mexican vanilla with crushed Oreos in a chocolate-dipped waffle cone.
(Hey, when we go to Amy's, I go for the gold.)


"What
flavor would you like, Norbert?" Mom asked.


"Do
you think ice cream would also give me gas?"


Mom laughed again.


"Don't
tell me you've never had ice cream either?" I said.


"No.
I have not."


"What
planet are you from?  Norbert, you gotta try Amy's ice cream.  It's
awesome."


Norbert
eyed my cone.  


"Here,
you can have mine," I said.  "I haven't licked it yet."


I
held it out to him.  He hesitated, then took it.  Then he sniffed it.


"Go
ahead," I said.  "Get down on that bad boy."


"I
am not a bad boy," Norbert said.


"Not
you.  The cone."


"The
ice cream cone is a bad boy?"


"Just
lick the dang thing."


He
licked it.  His eyes lit up.


"Dude,
ice cream is even more excellent."


"I
know my ice cream."


I
ordered another one.  When we all had our cones, we piled into the Suburban and
drove to Scarlett's football game.  





"Two,
four, six, eight, who do we appreciate?  Tigers!  Tigers!"


An
eighth-grade football game isn't like the pros.  But the players try to play
like the pros.  They wear the same gear and hit each other helmet first, going
for the "big hit" the fans love.  I didn't play football for three reasons:
One, every year boys in Texas break their necks playing youth football; B, Mom wouldn't let me; and third, I wasn't big, strong, or fast.  


Norbert
gazed at Scarlett cheering and jumping and somersaulting on the sideline with
the other cheerleaders like he was star-struck.  It's really embarrassing when
a younger boy gets a crush on an older girl.  Especially when the older girl is
your sister.  


"I
like her round bouncy things," Norbert said.


"Hey,
dude, that's my sister."


"The
green and gold are an appealing color combination."


"What?
Green and gold?"  I looked back at Scarlett.  "Oh, you mean her
pompoms."


"I
like her pompoms."  


The
cheerleaders somersaulted on the sideline.


"So
the females cheer the males?" Norbert said.


I
shook my head.  Man, did he ever get out?


"Of
course."


"Why
do the males not cheer the females?"


"Because
girls don't play football."


"Where
I come from, the females are the stronger of the species."


I
nodded.  "I heard California was different."


"The
cheerleaders, they are quite good."


"You
should see the pro cheerleaders."


"Females
are paid to cheer the males?"


"No.
Guys are paid to play football, and girls are cheerleaders.  They don't get
paid anything."


"Then
why do they cheer?"


"So
they can get on reality TV shows."


Norbert
nodded.  "Ah."







After
the game, Scarlett came over to us and said to Mom, "Can I go shopping
with Chrissie at the mall?"


"Honey,
I can't afford to buy you new clothes."


"I
know.  I'm just going to help her accessorize.  She has no fashion sense."


"You're
okay with that?"


Scarlett
shrugged.  "It's entertainment.  Like going to the movies."


She
was good about money being tight now.  Like I said, she's the perfect child.





"Norbert,
don't stare at that stuff—it's creepy."


We
had returned home, and I took Norbert upstairs to show him my room.  The
bathroom door was open, and Scarlett's personal items were hanging on the
shower rod.  Norbert had stopped dead in his tracks.  He didn't have a sister,
so this was all new to him.  


"I
find it oddly fascinating."


"Dude,
that is just wrong."


I
pulled him away and into my room before he suffered brain damage.  I showed him
my science fiction books, my telescope, my chessboard, the Legos, and the
Ripstik I got for Christmas.


"And
what is the purpose of this device?"


"You
ride it."  I turned it over.  "See, it's a caster board.  These two wheels,
they're casters.  You stand on it and swivel your hips and it goes.  I'll show
you later."


"I
would enjoy seeing you ride your Ripstik."


I
turned the solar system lamp on.  Norbert knew every planet and galaxy.  


"My
dad fixed my room up like this, with the black ceiling for the lamp.  I'd love
to be an astronaut, travel into outer space."  


Norbert
pointed at the Star Wars poster over my bed.


"I
am not aware of the Star Wars."  


"It's
a great movie.  That's Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, Obi-Wan Kenobi, and Jabba the
Hutt."


"It
was not an actual war?"


"You
haven't seen Star Wars?  The force be with you?"


"What
force?"


"What
about Men in Black?"


Norbert
shook his head but pointed at the poster.  "That is an amusing
quote."


"Star
Trek?"


Another
shake of his head.  Man, I was so glad I wasn't home schooled.


"Dude,
these are like the best movies ever made."


I
dug the Star Wars DVD out of my closet and put it into my player.
Norbert started laughing during the first scene—"This Darth Vader is
hilarious!  A villain with nasal congestion!"—and hadn't stopped laughing when
the movie ended.


"That
is the funniest movie I have ever seen."   


"It's
not a comedy."


"Jabba
the Hutt, the Sand People, the life forms in the bar—I have never seen
creatures like those in my entire existence."


"Well,
duh.  No one has, Norbert.  They're aliens."


"In
what universe?"


"Hollywood."


"Hmm.
I did not see any such creatures during our time in Los Angeles.  But, I did
not get out much."


"Wait
till you see the SoCo creatures."


He
picked up the broken iPod off my desk.


"Max,
may I have this?"


"Yeah,
sure, it's worthless now."


He
put the pieces in his pocket then stepped over to the Lego bin.  I picked up
two pieces and showed him how they connected.


"I
see," he said.  "These little bricks interlock."


"Yeah.
You build things with them."


"What?"


"Whatever
you want.  Buildings or cars or robots."


My
stomach felt funny.  The hot dog had come back to haunt me.


"Uh,
I gotta go to the bathroom.  You can play with the Legos."


I
was gone for ten minutes tops.  I swear.  When I walked back into my bedroom, I
stopped just inside the door.  I know my mouth was hanging open.  Norbert had
built a white Lego building that stood three feet tall.


"How'd
you do that?"


"I
connected the bricks."


"That's
amazing.  What is it?"


"The
Taj Mahal in India."







"Legend
Jones," I said, "he's the greatest basketball player ever, except
maybe for Jordan."


"Jordan who?"


The
poor kid.  


"Michael Jordan.  He was a basketball player, then he invented Nike sneakers."


"What
is a Nike?"


I
shook my head.  "Dude, you've got to get out more."


We
had come downstairs to the den where we had
a TV and the family computer, a Mac.  Dad said we could have bought two PCs for
the same price, but Mom said Microsoft was an even bigger corporate conglom … one of those … than Starbucks.  I turned on the TV and clicked through
the eight Spanish channels and four English channels until I found the Austin
Armadillos preseason basketball game, but the reception was grainy with only
the rabbit ears.  We had to cancel cable.


We
didn't usually watch sports in the den.  That was the female Dugans' TV.  Mom and Scarlett watched Dancing with the Stars, Amazing Race, Biggest Loser—boring stuff
like that.  Dad and I watched sports out in the man cave.  But since I no
longer went into the man cave, I watched sports here in the den.  But not as
often now.


"You
have many athletic contests in America," Norbert said.


"Oh,
you should see cable, there's like a hundred sports channels.  But it's too
expensive now."  I gestured at the TV.  "That's why we don't get good
reception."


Norbert stepped over to the TV and fiddled with the rabbit ears and … the picture suddenly became perfectly clear.


"How'd
you do that?"


"I adjusted the mechanism."


"Sweet."


We
sat on the couch and watched the game.  


"Number
one, that's Legend Jones," I said.  "Six-ten power forward, he
averages thirty-seven points per game.  Leads the league.  Legend grew up here
in Austin, played at UT—he even graduated—then he turned pro with the Austin team, now he makes like, fifty million a year.  He lives in a mansion on the lake,
rides around in a long black limo with plates that say 'Legend'—I heard he has
a hot tub in there—and he owns a restaurant called 'Legend's' in downtown.  He
wears diamond earrings, and he's even got his own line of apparel and
shoes."


Just
then the game went to commercial—a Legend Jones sneaker commercial.  "Buy
my sneakers, be a star," Legend said with a big smile.


"Those
cost a hundred and fifty bucks," I said.


"Like
the bullies' sneakers on which you regurgitated?"


"Regurgitated?"
I heard my mom say that word once; it was a nurse kind of word.  "Oh, you
mean hurled?  Yeah, like those."  I again smiled at the memory, like Mom recalling when we were born.  "That was amazing."





"Max,
are you going to war?"


After
the game, I had gone upstairs to get my Ripstik to show Norbert how it worked.
When I walked downstairs, he jumped back.


"War?
What do you mean?"


"You
are clad in armor."


I
had put on my bicycle helmet so I didn't hit my head on the concrete and suffer
a closed-head injury—being a nurse, Mom worried about stuff like that—my elbow
pads, wrist pads, knee pads, and soccer shin guards.  I had a hard time
walking.  


"Oh.
My mom won't let me ride my Ripstik without pads and a helmet.  I'm injury
prone."


We
went out to the front sidewalk.  It was a quiet day in the neighborhood.
Usually on a nice afternoon there would be dads mowing lawns and washing cars
and walking dogs and admiring Mrs. Cushing's garden; but today, the
neighborhood was quiet.  Then I remembered:  the Texas Longhorns football team
played Oklahoma on TV today.  So all the dads were inside watching the game.


I
put the Ripstik down then carefully stepped on, first my left foot and then my
right foot.  I wobbled and had to step off three times before I finally got my
balance.  I held my arms out and swiveled my hips and the Ripstik moved a few
feet, but really slowly.  I wasn't very good at this sort of thing.


"That's
the idea, anyway," I said.  "The faster you swivel your hips, the
faster you go."


"May
I attempt to execute this maneuver?" Norbert said.


"Uh,
yeah, sure.  But you'd better wear my pads."


"That
will not be necessary.  I have excellent balance."


I
sat down on the last step of our front walkway and watched Norbert.  No doubt
this would be a disaster.  He looked like less of an athlete than me.  He
studied the Ripstik a moment then carefully placed his left foot on the board and
then his right.  He stood perfectly straight and didn't wobble at all.  He did
have good balance.


"That's
real good," I said.  "Now swivel your hips."


He
swiveled his hips.  The Ripstik moved a foot forward.  He swiveled his hips
again.  Another foot.  Swivel, foot.  Swivel, foot.  


"Yes,
I understand the required movement now," Norbert said.


He
swiveled his hips a little faster, and the Ripstik rolled slowly up the
sidewalk past the hedgerow between our houses.  Not bad for a beginner.  My
shin guards were rubbing me wrong, so I pulled the Velcro straps loose and
removed the guards.  From where I was sitting, the hedgerow blocked my view
down the sidewalk so I couldn't see Norbert.  He was probably taking it nice
and slow so he didn't—


"Whoa!"


Norbert
raced past on the Ripstik!  Man, he must be going fifty miles an hour!


I
jumped up and watched him speeding down the sidewalk.  He got to the end of the
block, then did a U-turn without stopping and headed back toward me.  His
little hips were swiveling so fast they seemed like a blur.  He had a big smile
on his small face as he zoomed past me.


The
little guy was good!


He
made a few more passes then abruptly stopped in front of our house and hopped
off.


"That
is excellent fun!" he said.


"How'd
you do that?"





I
tried the Ripstik again, but I couldn't get my hips swiveling fast enough to
achieve any speed, only enough to get tired.  We decided to take a rest and
swing in Norbert's backyard.  The family who lived there before him had put up
a swing set.


"I
find the swaying motion very enjoyable," Norbert said.


"The
kid who lived here before you used to twist the swing around then let it spin
him real fast so he'd get dizzy.  He'd try to walk and fall over.  He thought
that was hilarious.  He was a weird kid."


"Do
you think I am weird?"


I
shook my head.  "You're different.  But I've always heard people from California are different."  After a moment, I said, "Hey, Norbert?"


"Yes?"


"Today
at the game, why'd you tell me to swing with great force?"


"I
wanted you to hit the ball far."


I
smiled.  "I did."


Norbert
smiled, too.  "Yes.  You did.  I enjoyed watching the ball fly through the
air."


"Me,
too.  Say, you want me to show you the neighborhood tomorrow?"


"Yes.
I would enjoy that."


"After
church.  You go to church?"


"No.
I have never been to church."


I
nodded.  "I heard people in California don't go to church, but here in Texas going to church is like a religion.  You can come with us, if you want to."


"I
will ask my father."


"When
will he get home?"


"Late."


"Why
does he work so much?"


"He
is working on a special project.  Top secret."


"You
want to eat dinner with us?"


"Hot
dogs and ice cream?"


"Get
real, dude.  Mom always fixes something organic and nutritious, like bison
meatballs and whole wheat spaghetti."







"Maddy
wears her food," I said.


She
had put a handful of spaghetti and meat sauce on her hair.  Norbert stared at
his plate of spaghetti like I did that time we went for Chinese food and they
gave us chopsticks instead of forks.  So I demonstrated the recommended method
of eating spaghetti:  I stuffed one end of several strands in my mouth and sucked
them up.  Norbert watched me then gave it a shot.  He was a quick learner.  


"Mrs.
Dugan, this food is quite delicious.  Almost as tasty as hot dogs and ice
cream."


Mom emptied the last of the long bottle into her glass.  "Why, thank you, Norbert."


"You
ever play Scrabble?" I asked him.


"No."


"You
home-schooled kids live sheltered lives."


I
had set the board on the table, and we had each taken our seven letters.


"What
you do is, use your seven letters to make a word off the words on the board.
I'll go first and show you."


I
put down a word:  S-P-A-C-E.


"With
the double word score, that's eighteen points.  Now you use your letters to
make a word using one of those letters.  If you can use all seven letters, it's
a fifty-point bonus."


"Yes,
I now understand the object of this game."


He
put down letters off my C:  Q-D-X-B-T-F-K.   


"Thirty-one
points plus a fifty-point bonus."


Norbert
smiled as if he were really proud.  We all looked at the letters then at each
other then at him.  It was sad when someone got Scrabble totally wrong, but we
didn't want to embarrass our guest.  Still, he needed to learn the game.


"Dude,
that's not a word." 


"Dude,
yes, it is.  It means …"  Norbert looked back down at his letters then
up at us.  "My bad.  I am still thinking in Russian.  Lots of
consonants."


He
removed his letters and added an X to the A.  


"Ax.
Nine points."


"You
lived in Russia?" Mom asked.


"Yes,
in Moscow."


"Did
you enjoy it?"


"Yes,
but the Russians are a sad people.  Like us.  Perhaps it is the Communism.
Perhaps it is the weather.  Or perhaps it is the food—no hot dogs or ice
cream."  He smiled.  "But I had much fun today."


"Good."


Scarlett
added L-E to AX.  "Axle.  Eleven points."


"What
does your father do for the government?" Mom asked.


"He
is an analyst."


"And
he has to work weekends?"


"Yes.
It is a very important assignment.  National security."


"Oh,
he works for the federal government?"


"Yes."


"Are
we being invaded?" Scarlett asked with a grin.


Norbert
didn't answer.  


"Spaceman,"
 Mom said.  


"Pardon
me?" Norbert said.


"My
word."  She added M-A-N to the end of SPACE.  "Fourteen points.  Norbert,
we'd love to meet your father, have him over for dinner.  Any night."


"I
shall inquire as to his availability."


After
dinner, Mom took Maddy for her bath, a requirement after every meal.  Norbert
helped Scarlett and me clear the table.  I pulled a chair up to the sink and
climbed up.  Norbert watched me with a curious expression.


"Max,
are you attempting to reach something?"


"Oh,
I'm gonna wash the dishes."  I gestured down.  "Our dishwasher
doesn't work."


Norbert
opened the dishwasher door and peered inside at the dish racks.


"You
place the dishes inside this machine and it washes them?"


"Yeah.
But it's broken, so I wash the dishes by hand."


"Why
does the dishwashing machine not work?"


"I
don't know.  Mom called the repairman out for a free estimate.  He looked
inside the service panel for like, ten seconds, then said, 'Two hundred fifty
bucks.'  She said goodbye."


Norbert
lay flat on the floor and removed the service panel at the bottom of the
dishwasher where the engine was.  Norbert stuck his hand inside and fiddled
with something.  He then removed his hand and stood.


"The
dishwashing machine is operational now."


"You
fixed it?"


"Yes."


"Hey,
Scarlett, Norbert fixed the dishwasher."


Scarlett
came over and glanced from Norbert to the dishwasher.


"No
way."


"Way."


"It
works?"


"Yes,"
Norbert said.  "Commence the operation."


Scarlett
closed the door and turned the knob.  The dishwasher started.


"It
works.  How'd you do that?"


Norbert
just smiled.  But I smiled bigger—no more man-washing.





When
he left to go home, Mom said, "Norbert, remember to ask your father over
for dinner.  And thanks for fixing the dishwasher."


"Thank
you for the food, Mrs. Dugan."  


Norbert
turned to me and stuck out his fist.  I gave him a fist-bump.


"Dude,"
he said, "this was my best day on Earth."


Home-schooled
kids were enthusiastic when they got out.








 


 


seven


The
next morning, Norbert knocked on our door at seven sharp sporting his L.L. Bean
look.  When I opened the door, he held out my iPod.  It looked brand new.


"You
fixed it?"


"Yes.
But what is a 'kung fu fighting'?"


"Oh,
that's a song.  My mom put it on my iPod, to give me self-esteem."


I
turned the iPod on.  The screen lit up.  It worked.


"How'd
you do that?"


He just smiled.                   


"Wow.
Thanks, dude."


It
was Sunday, so we ate breakfast then got dressed for church.  Norbert sat in
the den and watched the morning talk shows, the ones with old politicians
yelling at each other and getting red in the face like their blood pressure had
climbed dangerously high.  When I came back downstairs, he pointed at the TV
and said, "Your politicians never answer a single question."


"Mom says they're professional liars."  


Norbert
nodded.  "We had the same problem.  So now our politicians must wear a truth
implant.  It can discern whether they are telling the truth or lying.  If they
lie, it administers an electric shock.  One million volts."


"Wow,
you guys are tough in California."


"It
has proved quite effective."  


Mom walked into the room.  Her face looked like she hadn't slept at all—again—and she seemed
particularly frazzled trying to get Maddy dressed.  We went outside and climbed
into the Suburban.  Mom turned the key … but the engine wouldn't start.
She dropped her forehead onto the steering wheel and groaned.


"Not
again.  Last time it cost five hundred dollars to fix."


Dad
had always fixed the cars.  I thought Mom might cry.


"Mom, we can skip church today," I said.


"But
I've still got to get it repaired.  They'll have to tow it, which'll cost even
more and …"


"Perhaps
I can repair the vehicle," Norbert said. 


"Oh,
Norbert, you can't—"


But
he was already out the door and standing in front of the Suburban.  He was so
short I could barely see the top of his head over the hood.  


"He
fixed my iPod, Mom."


"And
the dishwasher," Scarlett said.


Mom sighed and popped the hood.  Norbert released the latch and the hood flew up.  He was
invisible to us.  After only a few seconds, he pulled the hood down—somehow.
Then he came around and got back in.


"The
vehicle is operational," he said.


Mom turned the key, and the Suburban roared to life.  Mom turned to Norbert.


"How'd
you do that?"


Norbert
just smiled.  Again.







After
church, we waited on the front sidewalk while Mom talked to the priest by the
front doors.  He was patting her hand like he did every Sunday now.  When we
got back home, I changed into shorts and a T-shirt and my Legend sneakers and
came back downstairs where Norbert was waiting.  


"You
want to change into play clothes?" I asked.


"These
are the only clothes I possess."


"Dude,
you'll scare people in SoCo dressed like that."


We
went outside and started down the sidewalk, but Norbert stopped.


"Max,
is it safe for you to walk around the city without a larger person protecting you?"


"Safe
for me?  I'm twice as big as you, dude.  But yeah, it's safe.  Everyone in the
neighborhood knows me.  Besides, I've got superpowers now."


But
Norbert was right.  Before I had superpowers, I was always nervous walking
around the neighborhood by myself, even though everyone knew me and I knew how
to run from bad guys since I had had lots of practice.  We walked up the hill
past Mrs. Cushing's house.


"Up
and down, up and down," Norbert said. 


"Austin is like that.  The hills and the trees and the lakes, that's why people love living
here.  That and the Mexican food."


Two
more blocks and we were at the fire station.


"My
dad worked there."


I
loved to visit Dad at the station.  He'd let me climb up on the trucks and
slide down the pole.  I missed that.  Jesse and Oscar were outside washing
their red EMT truck.  They noticed me and waved.


"Max!"


I
waved back, then Norbert and I continued over to South Congress and stopped at
the light.


"The
light is red and the sign says walk," Norbert said.  "Why are we
stopping?"


"Because
drivers here run red lights."


I
checked both ways, then we crossed Congress.  Halfway across, Norbert stopped
and gazed north at the State Capitol.  The dome sparkled in the sunlight.   


"A
beautiful sight," Norbert said.  "That is where your politicians
gather?"


"Yep."



A
car honked at us.


"Come
on," I said, "before we get creamed."


We
hurried across then walked down the sidewalk to Ramon's tattoo shop where we
found Floyd T. painting and Rex sleeping.  The big dog perked up when we
arrived. 


"Hey,
Floyd T."


"Whaddaya
say, Max?"


"This
is Norbert.  He just moved in next door to us."


"Nice
to meet you, Norbert."


I
turned to Norbert.  "Floyd T. was a war hero.  He's got a fake leg."


Floyd
T. reached down and rapped his left leg with his knuckles.


"Plastic,"
he said.  "Say hello, Rex."  


Rex
barked.  I petted him, but he sniffed Norbert and backed away, which was odd
for Rex. 


"Sorry,
Norbert," Floyd T. said.  "Never seen him act that way before."


"It
is me.  I am uncomfortable around your animals.  He must sense that."


Floyd
T. put his brush on the paint can and said, "Bathroom break," then went
inside Ramon's tattoo parlor.  


"Why
does he smell so badly?" Norbert asked.


"Oh,
Floyd T.'s homeless."


"He
has no home?"


"Nope."


"Where
does he sleep?"


"Right
here, on Ramon's stoop."


"Why?"


"Because
we lost his war."


"Ah."


"You
want to see Ramon tattooing someone?  Come on in, but don't touch anything,
especially the blood.  Mom said you can get a bad disease in tattoo parlors.
Hippopotamus C."


"That
sounds bad."


We
went inside the tattoo shop just as Floyd T. walked out.  Latino music played
in the background.  Ramon was inking in a big tattoo of a black spider on the
broad back of a fat man who was bleeding like someone had walked on his back
with Dad's golf shoes, the old ones with the metal spikes.  Ramon was blotting
blood with a towel.  I introduced Norbert to Ramon.


"Does
that procedure inflict pain?" Norbert asked.


The
fat man chuckled.  "Dang right it does.  But it makes me look pretty,
don't you think?"


"No,
I do not think so."  


The
fat man chuckled.  He was good about being insulted by a kid.   


"But
it is artistic."


"Thanks,
dude," Ramon said.  


The
parlor smelled like the doctor's office when I got my flu shot a few weeks
ago.  I hated that smell … and needles even more.  All that blood made my
face feel hot and my armpits tingle, so we said goodbye and went outside.


"That
fat man must also be homeless," Norbert said.


"Why?"


"Because
he smelled worse than Floyd T."


We
strolled down the sidewalk past the other shops on that block.  Norbert liked
the painted faces on the outside wall of Lucy in Disguise with Diamonds.  All
the stores were open on Sunday.  Mom said there used to be laws against that
sort of thing, but now Sunday was just another shopping day, like Thanksgiving
and the Fourth of July.  Norbert stopped and stared at everyone we passed as if
they were the most fascinating creatures he'd ever seen.  


"Why
does everyone here paint their bodies?"


"
'Cause this is the weird part of Austin."


We
crossed Elizabeth Street and walked past Güero's and down to Kid Genius, my
favorite store.  Not that I was a genius or anything, but they had neat stuff
for non-geniuses, too.


"I
grew up on this stuff," I said.


They
had toys, scooters, books, games, Legos, and other cool stuff that was supposed
to make kids smart.  We walked over to the check-out counter where Brian was
manning the cash register and hunched over a Sudoku puzzle in a book.  He was a
geeky college kid with wild hair and black glasses.  He was tapping a pencil
against his head and frowning.


"Hi,
Brian."


His
head came up.  "Max—whazzup, dude?"


He
gave me a fist-bump, but Norbert turned his eyes to the ceiling.


"Nothing
is up," he said.


"That's
just an expression," I said.


"And
what does it mean?"


"Just
a way of saying hello."


Norbert
smiled.  "I like that.  'What is up?' "


"No.
It's like, 'whazzup?'  You run the words together."


"Whazzup,
dude?"


"Nothing
much," Brian said.  


"This
is Norbert.  He just moved here from Los Angeles."


He
held his fist out to Norbert, who hesitated then executed a timid fist-bump.


"Man,
I wanna move to L.A., get into movies," Brian said.


He
had about as much chance of being a movie star as I had being a pro
quarterback.  


"Do
not quit your day job," Norbert said to Brian.


"What?"


Norbert
shrugged.  "I do not know what that expression means, but humans say it
often in Los Angeles."


"Oh."


"Working
another Sudoku?" I said.


Brian
loved those puzzles.  He bragged that he was the top Sudoku solver in Austin.  Brian needed a life.  Of course, I was one to talk.


"Trying.
This one's super hard.  I can't figure it out."


"You
ever do one of these?" I asked Norbert.


"I
have never seen one of those.  What is it?"


"A
Japanese number puzzle," Brian said.


He
flipped the book around so Norbert could see the puzzle.  


"There's
nine spaces in each row and column," Brian said, "and nine
three-by-three grids with nine spaces in each grid.  The object is to use the
numbers one through nine in each row, column, and grid."


Norbert
stared at the puzzle but held his hand out to Brian.  


"Writing
instrument."


Brian
slapped his pencil in Norbert's hand like Mom slapping a scalpel into a
surgeon's hand, but he chuckled.  


"Dude,
you can't just look at a Sudoku for like, ten seconds then fill in the—"


"Like
this?"


Norbert
handed the puzzle back to Brian.  He had filled in the entire grid.  Perfectly.
Brian wasn't chuckling now.  He was frowning again.  He stared at the puzzle then
up at Norbert. 


"Dude—how'd
you do that?"


Norbert
shrugged.  "It is simple."


We
left Brian scratching his head and walked down the sidewalk to Jo's where Guillermo
called out to me from inside the little green building.


"Yo,
dog!"


I
waved back.  


"Why
does he refer to you as a member of the canine species?" Norbert asked.


"Oh,
dog, that's just another expression for friend."


"Dude
and dog.  Odd terminology."


We
walked down to the light in front of Blackmail and crossed back over South
Congress then walked past Amy's.  But Norbert abruptly stopped at the flavor
board.


"Let
us have ice cream," he said.  "I would like white chocolate with
sprinkles in a chocolate-dipped waffle cone."


"Nice
selection.  But I don't have any money."


"I
do."


Norbert
dug into his pants pocket and pulled out a wad of $100 bills.  


"Cha-ching."



"Man,
where'd you get all that money?"


"My
father.  Is this enough for ice cream cones?"


"That's
probably enough to buy all the ice cream in the whole place."


We
ordered our cones then walked back up Congress past the Japanese restaurant called
Zen and the Continental Club where I could hear music and St. Vincent de Paul Thrift Store and to the Home Slice pizza place.


"They've
got great pizza," I said.


"What
is pizza?"


"You've
never had pizza either?  Norbert, this home schooling isn't good.  You gotta
get out more.  Pizza's only the best food ever invented … except for ice
cream … and maybe hot dogs … and cotton candy … and …"


"Then
let us eat pizza."


"But
we're eating ice cream."


"We
have two hands."


"I
like the way you think, Norbert."


Norbert
bought two slices of pepperoni pizza.  We ate pizza with one hand and ice cream
with the other.  I had never mixed the two, but actually it was a good
combination—except it gave Norbert serious gas.  





We
cut over at the Baptist Church playground and ate all the way past Mrs. Cushing
bent over and tending to her flowers—"She has a very nice garden,"
Norbert said—and down the hill.  I was stuffed by the time we got back home.
But I almost threw it all up when we cleared the hedgerow and I looked up at my
bedroom window.


Maddy
was sitting on the window sill. 


"Oh,
no!"


I
had forgotten to close and lock my window.  I was supposed to always do that because
there was no screen on the window—and because Maddy might do just what she was now
doing.  Her legs were dangling out the window.  If she fell, she would drop
twenty feet to the driveway.


"Maddy!"


I
shouldn't have called her name.  She saw me, and she smiled at me, and she let
go of the window, and she waved … and she wobbled … and she screamed
with fright … and she … 


… fell.  


I
ran as fast as I could to catch her … but I wasn't fast enough … I
wasn't going to make it … 


"Maddy!"


… but then … the world suddenly shifted into slow motion again … and Maddy
was no longer falling … she was floating … but I didn't slow down …
I ran to her and got right under her and held my arms out … and she just gently
dropped down into my open arms.  Then, just as suddenly, the world returned to
normal speed again.


"That
was fun!" she screamed.  "I'm gonna do that again!"


"No,
Maddy!  Don't ever do that again!"


She
giggled and jumped down and ran inside.  I stood there a moment, not sure what
to think, then I turned to Norbert.  He was still standing where I had left him,
licking his ice cream cone. 


"I
gotta go lock my window," I said, "before she jumps again."


I
ran upstairs to my room.  I shut and locked the window then looked down at Norbert
swinging in his backyard. 


How'd
I do that?


How'd
I do any of the things I had done the last few days?


How'd
I send Vic and his gang flying down the sidewalk?


How'd
I bend their scooters into pretzels?


How'd
I hit that home run?


How'd
I catch Maddy?






"Excellent
catch," Norbert said, as if catching your little sister falling from a
second-story window was an everyday occurrence.


I
had joined him on the swing set in his backyard.


"How'd
I do that?"  


"You
ran fast and caught her."


"But
how'd I get to her in time?"


I
didn't want to mention how the world had slowed down.  He might think I was
strange.  But this was all very strange.


Norbert
shrugged.  "Adrenaline rush."


"You
know, it's kind of odd."


"What
is?"


"Every
time these crazy things happened—throwing Vic and his gang down the sidewalk,
hitting that home run, catching Maddy—you were right there.  None of those
things ever happened to me before you moved in, now they're happening all the
time … but only when you're around."


"Coincidence."


"Oh,
no!"


"Max,
it could have been a coincidence."


"Dog!"


Norbert
smiled, stuck a closed hand out to me for a fist-bump, and said, "Yo,
dog."


"No!"
I pointed.  "Real dog!"


Norbert
now looked to where I was pointing.  Butch, the backyard neighbor's pit bull,
had gotten out.  Again.  Randy, the neighbor, owned a nightclub on Sixth Street in downtown, but he looked like a bouncer.  He had bought Butch a couple of
years ago.  The last time Butch had escaped and gotten into our backyard, Randy
had come over to retrieve him and said, "Don't worry.  Butch ain't vicious
or nuthin'.  He won't bite kids."  Mom had stood there with her hands on
her hips staring up at Randy; she finally said, "You're dumber than your
dog."  She was like that—she'd get in your face.  She called Animal Control,
but they said they couldn't lock Butch up until he bit someone.  "The 'one
bite rule,' " they said.  "That's the law in Texas."  


Butch
now appeared as if he wanted his one bite.  Out of me.


He
was crouched ten feet from us.  Saliva dripped from his mouth.  He was growling
like the sound started somewhere in his gut.  I was terrified, but Norbert
seemed only curious.


"The
canine creature?" he said.


"That's
no canine creature, Norbert!  That's a pit bull!  They eat kids like us for
breakfast!"


One
time Butch had gotten out and into our yard while I was outside and acted like
he wanted to bite me.  But Dad had come over and stood between us then walked
over and grabbed Butch by his collar and dragged him home.  But Dad wasn't here
to save me.  The pit bull snarled and edged closer.  I glanced around for an
escape path, but there was none.


"Max,
are you afraid of this dog?"


"Norbert—that
dog can kill us!"


Butch
apparently decided at that moment to prove me right.  He bared his teeth and
ran at me and lunged for my throat, so I ducked my head and covered my face
with my arms and screamed "No!" and waited to feel sharp teeth
chomping into me but—


—nothing
happened.


I
peeked out from between my arms.  Butch the pit bull hung frozen in midair a foot
from my face, close enough for me to smell his foul dog breath.  His mouth was
open and his teeth sharp, but his face showed his shock and confusion, the same
as my face must have been showing right about then.  Butch's eyes were wide and
darted from side to side frantically.  I turned to Norbert.  His right index
finger was pointing at the pit bull like Mrs. Nelson pointing at a misbehaving
student in the cafeteria.  He moved his finger further away from me … and
the pit bull moved further away from me.  


He
was holding the pit bull in midair with his finger!  From five feet away!


Norbert
stood and walked to the back fence with Butch in tow—floating in the air—and
dropped the pit bull on the other side of the fence into the dog run.  Butch
whimpered and ran inside his doghouse.  Norbert returned and sat in the swing.
He swung as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.  


I
stared at him.
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There
are moments in a kid's childhood when life as you know it changes.  Some are
normal growing-up moments, like when you're finally potty-trained—boy, that was
a big milestone for me—and when you start school—that first day without Mom, that was hard on my psyche—and when you get beat up after school by bullies—the first time
was really bad.  But other moments are not normal at all, like when you come
downstairs late at night to get a drink of water and you catch your parents
making out on the couch or when your dad deploys to fight a war on the other
side of the world or when you discover the kid next door is not human.  


"You're
an alien."


Norbert
was quiet for a long moment, then he said, "Max, can you keep a
secret?"


I nodded.


"Yes,"
he said.


"Yes,
you're an alien?"


"Here
on your planet."


"I
knew it!  I knew there were other life forms out there!  What planet are you
from—Mars, Jupiter, Pluto?"


"Your
planets are not our planets.  We are from another galaxy."


"Why
do you look just like us?"


"I
do not.  We disguise ourselves to blend in."


"Smart.
Humans would freak out if you looked like an alien.  Like in Men in Black,
the alien looked like a giant cockroach.  You don't look like a
cockroach, do you?"


"No."


"Good.
Is that an Edgar suit?"


"What
is an Edgar suit?"


"In
that movie, the alien cockroach sucks out this creep's insides—his name is Edgar—and
uses his skin like a costume.  An Edgar suit."


"Oh.
No, it is not an Edgar suit.  It is a synthetic suit."


"Looks
real.  Can I touch it?"


"Yes,
you may."


I
put my finger lightly on his arm and stroked his skin.  But it didn't feel like
skin.  It felt weird, like thin rubber.


"I
never thought you looked like a real human.  And you smelled new, not like
Maddy when she was born but like a new car."


Norbert
nodded.  "The human scent is impossible to replicate."


"And
you didn't talk like a human … but you said you were from California."


"We
watched your movies, to learn human speech patterns, but English is not an easy
language to master, particularly here in the South of America—I mean, what is a
'y'all'?"


"It's
short for 'you all'."


"But
who would say 'you all'?"


"No
one.  That's why we say 'y'all.'  What movies?"


"Lord
of the Rings mostly.  I must have watched that movie a hundred times.
'Dark of late my dreams have been.'  I love that line."


"You
can't talk like that in America."


"So
I learned in L.A."


"You've
got superpowers?"


"Not
for us."


"But
you can move stuff with your finger?"


"Yes.
You call it telekinesis."


"What
do you call it?"


"Moving
stuff with my finger."


"Oh.
So how did you make everything slow down, at the baseball field and with
Maddy?"


"We
are able to affect the movement of all matter on this planet, at least for a
short time."


"Well,
that's handy.  So what brings you to Earth?  Are you on vacation?  I want to go
to Australia and see the elephants."


"Africa."


"That'd
be fun, too.  I could see the kangaroos."


"They
are in Australia."


"Then
why would I go to Africa?"


Norbert
shook his head like he was trying to clear his brain then said, "I am on a
business trip with my father."


"I
thought he worked for the government?"


"He
does.  For our government."


"What
does he do?"


"He
is an analyst."


"So
what's he analyzing here?"


"Earth
and Earthlings."


"What
for?" 


"Parts
and labor."


"Parts?
Like spare tires and batteries?"


"Like
minerals and water.  My father analyzes the natural resources and life forms on
other planets to determine if we should acquire them for our parts and
labor."


"Acquire?
Your government might buy Earth?"


"More
like conquer."


I
nodded.  "Your government wants our iPhones and drones, like the Russians."


Norbert
smiled.  "No.  For us, your technology and weapons are mere novelties.  We
seek natural resources to supply our society.  Like water.  Your oceans contain
vast quantities of water."


"But
you can't drink salt water."


"We
can."


"Oh.
And what about us?"


"Labor.
We enslave the local life forms to operate our equipment to convert the natural
resources for our use.  In our ancient history, many in our society were
workers, but no longer.  Now we outsource all our labor requirements.  So we
use the local work force."


"Enslave?
You mean, like, make us your slaves?"


"Cheap
labor."  He shrugged.  "It is the universal economy."


"So
you're saying your dad is here to decide whether to take over Earth?"


"His
official assignment is to evaluate the natural resources available on Earth and
the indigenous life forms and determine if the resources are of sufficient
value and the life forms of sufficient intelligence to render them worthy
enough to conquer, dominate, and subjugate to our every wish and whim."


"Well,
that sucks."


Norbert
shrugged again.


"How
much longer do we have?  Before your government conquers us?"


"My
father has not yet completed his evaluation.  That will take another month, perhaps,
then he will make his report, and our government will decide.  Perhaps two
months."


"Two
months?  Dang, can't y'all wait till after Christmas to conquer Earth?  I'm
hoping to get an Xbox."


Norbert
smiled.  "Y'all.  I love human speech."  He put his finger to his head
then nodded.  He stood.  "I must go now.  Father beckons."


Norbert
walked me to the hedgerow.


"Okay.
See you tomorrow."


Norbert
stuck out his fist.  I gave him—it—an alien—a fist-bump.


"Max,
it is a secret."


"Oh.
Yeah.  Sure."





"Mom—aliens live next door!"


I
had run back into the house and found everyone in the kitchen.  


"Norbert
and his dad—they're aliens!"


"Honey,
Norbert's a little different, but he's home schooled—"


"He's
outer space schooled!"


Mom gave Maddy peanut butter crackers, and Scarlett poured her some milk in a cup.  They were
acting as if aliens living next door was no big deal.


"I'm
not making this up!  Norbert's wearing a rubber skin suit to disguise his true
appearance and he saved me from the bullies with his finger!"  


"His
finger?" Scarlett said.


"Yeah.
He can move stuff with his finger."


"I
can move stuff with my finger, too."  Scarlett used her finger to move
Maddy's cup across the table.  "See?"


"Yeah,
but he can do it without touching the object.  He held Butch up in
midair."


"Butch
got out again?" Mom said.


"Yeah,
and—"


"That's
it.  I'm calling Randy right now.  He's got to keep that dog in his yard before
Butch bites a kid."


"He
would've bitten me, but Norbert saved me—with his finger.  Butch lunged at me,
but Norbert stopped him in midair.  Then he carried Butch—without touching
him—and dropped him over the fence into his dog run.  It was
unbelievable."


"You're
right, Max," Scarlett said.  "It is unbelievable."


"He
has superpowers here on Earth, like Superman."


"I
thought you had superpowers, like the Hulk?"


"I
don't.  He does.  How do you think I hit that home run?"


"I
don't know."


"I
didn't.  He did."


"But
you had the bat."


"But
he made the bat hit the ball."


I
decided not to mention catching Maddy falling out of my window.


"Max,
this isn't healthy."


"Scarlett,"
 Mom said.  "It's okay."


"Mom," I said, "it's not like that therapy stuff.  I'm not making this up.  This is
real.  His dad works for their government.  He's here to decide if they should
take over our planet.  Before Christmas!"


"Why
would they want to take over our planet?"


"Parts
and labor."


Mom bit her lip.  I could tell she was trying not to laugh.


"Parts
and labor?"


"Water
and workers—Mom, they can drink salt water!  His dad is analyzing Earth to see
if our natural resources would make good parts and if we would make good slaves
for them.  Cheap labor."


Mom and Scarlett glanced at each other then Mom's face brightened.


"It's
Sunday," she said.  "And tomorrow's a holiday, so there's no school.
Let's make cookies and have a movie night.  We'll watch ET."


I
gave her a look.


"ET?
Are you being funny?"


"What?
Oh."  She smiled.  "No, honey.  It's your favorite movie."


It
was.  She was changing the subject on me, another mother ploy I was wise to, like
I was going to fall for it … Did she say cookies?     


"Chocolate
chip?" 


"Sure."


"Okay,
I'll get the den set up and the movie ready and can I stir the dough?"


Dang,
her mother ploy had worked.  But back to the aliens next door.  


"So
you guys don't believe me?  Fine.  I'll make friends with the aliens and learn
more about their diabolical plan for Earth."


"Okay,
you do that, Max," Scarlett said.  "But let's work on your fractions
first."


"Fractions?
Aliens are trying to take over the world and you want me to worry about
fractions?"


"Don't
you have another quiz this week?" Mom said.


"Oh.
Yeah.  Okay."


"Mommy," Maddy said, "I jumped out Max's window and he caught me."


Mom frowned and gave me a suspicious glance.  I gave her my innocent look.


"Kids,"
I said then patted Maddy's head.  "What imaginations they have."   
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Monday
was Labor Day so we didn't have school.  Normally, I slept in on holidays, but not
this holiday.  I woke up at six-thirty.  I mean, learning that your next-door
neighbors are aliens makes sleeping in a little difficult.  I jumped out of bed
and looked out the window; Norbert wasn't in his backyard.  


I
went downstairs.  


I
found Mom at the kitchen table eating a bran muffin and drinking a cup of
coffee.  She was already dressed in her scrubs.  She had to work because women
had babies even on holidays.  She seemed sad, but I knew it wasn't because she
had to work on Labor Day.  


She
missed Dad.


They
always woke up early and had their coffee together.  When I came downstairs,
they would be smiling and laughing and having fun—since like, five-thirty in
the morning!  She said it was their quiet time together to talk about the day,
their schedules, our schedules, who would be there when we got home from school,
that sort of stuff.  Now Mom had her morning coffee alone.


"Hi,
 Mom."


She
wiped her eyes then looked up.  "Morning, Max.  Did you have a good
night's sleep?" 


"Uh,
yeah."


I
could tell she hadn't.  


"Help
Scarlett with Maddy today.  And no alien talk, it might scare her.  Okay?"


She
was acting as if this were just another day like any other day.  She would go
to the hospital and women would have their babies and the new dads would hand
out cigars and stand at the nursery window and point at their new sons and
daughters who would be wrapped up like papooses and everyone would be all
excited about the new babies just as if all were perfect in the world—as if
there weren't aliens living next door who were trying to take over our planet
and make us their slaves! 


"Okay."


Mom left out the back door.  I fixed a bowl of Cheerios.  I needed a nutritious breakfast
because I had work to do.  I ate my cereal and thought, What would Dad do?  I
wasn't sure, but I knew he'd do something.  He wouldn't let aliens take over
Earth without a fight!  He'd fight to save the world!  That's what Dad would
do.  That's what heroes do.  That's what I would do.  


But
first I had to poop.


But
how?  Not poop.  Save the world.  I grabbed a pencil and a little notebook and
went into the bathroom.  Normally I read on the toilet.  Usually a Star Wars
book, but lately I've been reading Diary of a Wimpy Kid.  But today I
didn't have time to laugh at Greg's antics.  


I
needed a plan to save the world.  


I
also needed toilet paper.  Dang.  I hate it when you've already sat on the
toilet and gotten all comfortable and then you realize the TP roll is empty.
So I got up and waddled over to the sink and found a new roll in the cabinet
below.  Then I waddled back to the toilet.  I got comfortable again.


I
made notes of what I knew and what I needed to know.  One, I knew that the
aliens had not yet decided if they even wanted Earth for their parts or Earthlings
for their labor; Norbert's dad was still evaluating us.  And B, that meant we
had some time.  But how much time?  Norbert said his dad would make his recommendation
and then their government would make a decision—he figured that would take
perhaps two months.  But it might take less time.  And three, how could we stop
him?  It?  Them?  Whatever they were.       


That's
all I knew.  I needed to know more.  I had my work cut out for me.


I
wondered if I were up to the task.  I mean, I was the man of the house now, so
I was supposed to act like a man—and I don't mean hitting the wall in anger.  I
had to put my anger aside to save the world.  I had to think this out.  I had
to do what a man would do.  I had to be like my dad.  I had to be brave like him.
I had to be a hero like him.  I had to … dang.


I had to flush the toilet.







Scarlett
was getting her beauty sleep, and Maddy—who went to sleep in her own bed but always
woke up in Mom's—had crawled into bed with Scarlett when Mom had gotten up, so I
went downstairs and checked outside.  Norbert was sitting on our front porch
steps.  I stepped outside and sat next to him.  I had a hard time getting my
head around the fact that I was sitting next to an alien from outer space!  It
was cool and scary at the same time.  But the harder thing was that I had to
save the world from him—from my friend who had saved me from the bullies and
Butch.  Talk about conflict! 


"Hey,
Norbert."


"Whazzup,
dude?"


"You're
up early."


"We
do not sleep like you do, but we try not to arouse suspicion, so we turn off
the lights during your nights."


"Good
thinking."


"You
told your mother and Scarlett about me."


"Uh
… well … yeah.  Sorry."


Norbert
smiled.  "You are an interesting life form, human beings."


"Is
that a compliment?"


"Oh,
yes.  I have met many different life forms in my years.  Humans are the most
interesting yet."


"Are
there lots of life forms out there?"


"Many.
Only humans think they are alone in the universe."


"I
had to tell my mom.  I mean, your government might conquer us and make us your
slaves in a couple months.  She should know."


"She
did not believe you."


"No.
They never believe me."


"No
one will believe you."  He shrugged.  "It is of no consequence.  There
is nothing humans can do to stop us, if my government decides to conquer
Earth."


"Why
aren't our germs killing you, like in War of the Worlds?"


Norbert
frowned.  "What war was that?  I do not recall reading about such a war
when studying Earth?"


"Oh,
it wasn't a real war.  It was another movie war, like Star Wars.  Creatures
from another planet invade Earth and Tom Cruise can't stop them, but our germs
do."


Norbert
smiled.  "Max, that is science fiction.  This is real.  And we are immune
to all germs and diseases on Earth.  We checked first."


"So
you didn't have to get the swine flu shot?  That's lucky.  So how'd you get
here?  Did you beam down from your mother ship?"


"Beam
down?"


"You
know, like in Star Trek?"


Norbert
shook his head.  "No, we do not beam.  We arrived in our spaceship."


"Cool.
Can I see it?"


"Sure.
It is in a mini-storage unit."


"So
it's not real big?"           


"No.
It is a compact.  More fuel efficient."


"Like
our hybrids."


"I'll
give you a ride."


"Thanks.
So how old are you, Norbert?"


"In
your time, about two hundred years."


"But
you look like a kid."


"Max,
this is a disguise.  I do not look like this.  But I am young, in our time.  My
father is a thousand years old."


"Wow.
Where's he at today?"


"The
hospital."


"He's
sick?"


Norbert
smiled.  "No.  He is researching your doctors.  He said they are very intelligent
humans."


"So
he's investigating our smart people?"


"Yes.
Doctors, professors, scientists … we need millions of laborers who are
intelligent enough to operate our technology, but my father was surprised how
few scientists there are on Earth.  Do young humans not want to study and become
scientists when they grow up?"


"They
study to become athletes."


"Why?"


"There's
a lot more money and fame in sports than science."


"Odd.
On my planet, scientists are our celebrities."


"This
is Earth, Norbert."


Norbert
stood.  "Come, I will show you our science."







We
walked through the back door of Norbert's house and into his kitchen.  Our
kitchen always smelled of food from breakfast or lunch and was usually a mess.
But Norbert's kitchen didn't smell of food; it smelled like Pine-Sol, like when
 Mom can't sleep so she gets up in the middle of the night and cleans the
kitchen.  It was spotless and empty—no dirty dishes in the sink, no old pizza
boxes lying around, no table or chairs.


"Do
you normally eat out?"


"No.
We eat pills."


"Pills?"


"One
a day."  


"Must
cut down on fast food."


"Humans'
lives seem to revolve around food."


I
nodded.  "We're basically eating machines.  But Mom says we eat way more
than we need to survive.  She says eating is a form of entertainment now."


"We
eat pills that provide all the essential nutrients required to maintain our
existence."


"But
pizza and ice cream taste better than a pill."


Norbert
gave me a fist-bump and said, "Yo, dog."


He
now led me into a large living room, which looked like something out of a sci-fi
movie.  Instead of chairs and a couch and a television, their living room was
crowded with machines that looked like futuristic computers with blinking
lights and beeping noises.  A dozen big video screens showed CNN and C-SPAN and MSNBC and FOX and BBC and scenes of people who looked foreign.  Norbert spoke to the
machines, but not in English.  His speech sounded like static on the radio.  


"Is
that your language?" I asked.


"Yes."


"You'd
fit right in at our school."


"I'd
like to visit your place of learning, to see the intelligence level of young
humans."


One
screen now changed to a picture of giant machines digging into the ground and
lifting huge rocks and dumping them into a huge machine.  The creatures driving
the machines looked like ants.  A colorful haze hung over the scene.


"Saturn,"
Norbert said.  "The haze is from the rings around the planet.  We are
finishing up our work there."


"I
thought Saturn was just a ball of gas."


"The
part that human technology can ascertain."


"So
what do people on Saturn look like?"


"Not
like Earthlings."


"They
look weird?"


"Max,
to other life forms humans look weird.  It is just a matter of
perspective."


I
wasn't sure what he meant.  Norbert spoke static to the machine again.


"So
you don't have to type on your computers?"


"Oh,
no.  Voice commands."


"Cool."


The
picture now zoomed in on one of the workers.  He … she … it … really
did look like an ant. 


"It
is quite expensive to conquer another planet, so my father has studied Earth
and humans very carefully.  He cannot afford to waste our money."


"Our
government wastes our money all the time.  Mom says politicians compete to see
who can waste the most."


"Are
they banished to the coldest or hottest part of your planet, these humans who
make those mistakes?"


"Mom says they're reelected.  So why'd your government pick Earth?"


"We
have already stripped the natural resources from the other planets in your
solar system.  Saturn is the last.  My father says Earth is the least advanced
so he put it at the bottom of the list.  Before we incur the expense of moving
our equipment to another solar system, our government thought we should take a look
at Earth."  


"Makes
sense.  How long have you been here?"


"A
year in your time."


"Can
I ask you something, Norbert?"


"Of course."


"Promise
you won't get mad and destroy me with a ray gun … or your finger?"


"Max,
I would never hurt you.  You are my dude.  Ask."


"Why
does your government think it's okay to conquer Earth and take all our stuff
and make us your slaves?"


"Ah.
That is a very good question, Max, one I have often asked my father."


Norbert
spoke static again.  The Saturn scene switched to a scene of tall smokestacks
spewing dark plumes of thick smoke into the air, big earthmovers digging deep
into the ground, bulldozers uprooting tall trees, glaciers breaking apart, huge
dumps overflowing with trash, birds stuck in oil pits, sewage being dumped into
rivers, dead fish floating in lakes …


"Wow,
that's awful," I said.  "What planet is that?"


"Earth."


"No
way."


"Way.
My father says, 'Why shouldn't we harvest Earth's natural resources before humans
ruin the place anyway?' "


"But
what about us kids?  We didn't do any of that.  Why do we deserve to be slaves?"


Norbert
pointed down at my feet.  "But you wear those sneakers."


I
was wearing my red high-topped Legend Jones sneakers.


"So?"


"So
where are they made?"


"My
Legends?  I don't know."


"Look
at the label."


I
yanked the sneaker off my right foot and read the label inside.


"Made
in Vietnam.  That's a neighborhood in East Austin."


Norbert
smiled.  "No.  That is a small country on the other side of your planet.  Your
sneakers are made by the Vietnamese people in factories called sweatshops.  They
are paid only twenty cents per hour."


"Twenty
cents?  They have to work five hours to buy a candy bar."


Norbert
faced the screen and spoke static again. 


"With
this you can see anywhere in the world?" I asked.


"Yes.
I can access any camera or video feed, any computer transmission, email, radio
or TV broadcast, phone calls, videos posted to your Internet, in real time.  As
well as archived files."


"What's
that?"


"Old
transmissions and videos."


"How
old?"


"If
it is stored anywhere on Earth, we can access it."


"Can
you find stuff by looking for a date?"


"Yes.  Any identifier."


A
picture came up on the screen.  It showed more people—hundreds of people—who looked
like Sunny—most didn't look much older than her—sitting at sewing machines in a
factory.  


"That
is one of those sweatshops.  At this very moment, they are sewing your sneakers."


"How
are we seeing this?"


"Security
cameras."


The
screen zoomed in closer, and I could see the red Legend Jones signature sneakers
on the sewing machines and workers packing them in boxes like you got at the
store.


"How
much did you pay for those sneakers?"


"Fifty
dollars.  Mom got them on sale."


Norbert
pointed at the screen.  "Those people must work five weeks to make fifty
dollars."


"I
just wanted Legend Jones sneakers like the other kids."


The
camera zoomed in on one of the workers at a sewing machine.  


"Her
name is Kim-Ly.  She is thirteen.  She works fifteen hours each day, six days
each week."  


"When
does she go to school?"


"She
does not."


"Why
not?"


"Because
she must make sneakers to support her family."


"How
will Kim-Ly go to college and get an iPhone and have a good life?"


"She
will not.  Kim-Ly is very intelligent.  She wants to be a teacher.  But she
cannot.  She must make sneakers to survive.  So she is nothing more than a slave.
Why should you not also be a slave?"


I
stared at her image on the screen for a long moment.  It made me feel sad for
her.  I wanted to take off my sneakers and burn them. 


"So
when will your government take over Earth?"


"My
father must first make his report, then our leaders will decide.  But they
always follow my father's recommendations.  He is very wise."


"So
if your dad decides your government should conquer Earth, what happens?  I
mean, is there like a big war or something?"


"Oh,
no.  A war with us would be a very short war.  But we do not want to kill
humans.  We want them to work for us.  So we have developed technology that
allows us to control lesser life forms."


"Like
mind control?"


Norbert
smiled.  "Version one-point-zero.  A very basic form.  My father watched
your television and listened to your talk radio and he decided that we could
conquer Earth less expensively since we would not need to upgrade the mind
control software for humans."


"What
will happen to Earth?"


"Earth
will last approximately eight years, by my father's estimation.  Then it will
die.  Like Mars and the other planets in your solar system." 


"But
there's no water on Mars."


"Not
anymore.  Once there were many lakes and rivers and oceans."


"There
were life forms on Mars?"


"Oh,
yes.  Funny little creatures.  Very intelligent.  They made excellent
slaves."  He smiled as if remembering a favorite moment.  "We had
many good times on Mars.  That was before my mother's existence was terminated."


"I
won't even be out of high school in eight years."


Norbert
shrugged.  "Sorry."


"When
will your dad make his report?"


"Soon."


"Which
way is he leaning?"


"He
does not lean.  He has excellent posture."


"No.
I mean, is he thinking your government should take us over?"


"Yes.
He has determined that Earth's minerals would supply our necessary parts for a
few years.  He is now making his final evaluation of human intelligence."


"If
we're smart enough?"


"Yes.
We need low-skilled labor, but for most life forms that is a very high skill
level."


"And
if we're not smart enough?"


"Then
it will not be economically feasible for us to conquer Earth.  We cannot afford
to import workers, and so many would perish in these harsh conditions."


"What's
that mean?"


"Harsh
means—"


"I
know what that means.  What does 'economically feasible' mean?"


"It
means we will conquer another planet in another solar system."


"Wait.
You're saying that if your dad decides we're too stupid to serve your purposes,
then your government will leave us alone and let us destroy Earth on our own?"


"Exactly."


I
had my plan.
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"The
boy living next door to you is an alien?"


"And
his father."


"And
they're trying to take over the world?"


"Have
you been paying attention?"


Eddie
shook his head.  "Nothing to worry about.  Our germs will kill the
aliens."


"Eddie,
that's science fiction.  This is real."


"Our
germs won't stop them," Dee said, "but our stupidity might?"


"Yep."


"We're
going to save the world by proving how stupid humans are?" Sunny said. 


"That's
the plan," I said.


Sunny
shrugged.  "It might actually work."


The
next day at lunch, I told Sunny, Dee, and Eddie everything about Norbert, his
dad, and their government's plot to take over Earth and enslave humans.  It was
pizza day, but I only had one piece.  I just wasn't that interested in food
today.  My mind was preoccupied with something a bit more important than
pepperoni pizza (although I must say that the cafeteria cooks make a delicious
pepperoni pizza).


"But
why us?" Eddie said.  "Why do we have to save the world?" 


"Because
that's what my dad would do."


"But
how are we supposed to show we're stupid?" Dee asked.


"That's
what we've got to figure out.  We've got to make a list of all the stupid
things humans do."


"That'll
be a long list," Sunny said.


"But
we're fourth-graders," Eddie said.  "Saving the world, that's a grown-up
job."


"They
won't believe us."


"I'm
not sure I believe you."


"You
will when you meet Norbert."


"When?"


"Today.  After school.  We need to commence our plan to save
the world immediately."  


Sunny
shook her head.  "I can't today." 


"You're
too busy to save the world?  Why?"


"STAAR
test.  My mother won't let me do anything after school when we have achievement
tests."


"Sunny,
we're trying to save the world, for Pete's sake!"


"And
my mother's trying to get me into Stanford." 







After
lunch, we walked to the doors where Vic and his gang were loitering like the
homeless people in downtown asking every passing pedestrian for money.  But homeless
people were happy when you gave them a buck.  Vic wanted six hundred bucks from
me.  He stepped toward me just as we headed out the doors, but I held out an
open hand like the crossing guard and kept walking.


"Not
today, Vic.  I don't have time."


I
walked outside but heard his stunned voice behind me.


"You
don't have time for me to bully you?  What's the world coming to?"


Vic
didn't know that there might not be a world much longer.







"How
is Norbert home schooled," Mom asked, "if he doesn't have a mother
and his father is working all the time?"


"Mom," I said, "his brain is far more advanced than humans'.  He doesn't need to go to
school.  Especially not ours."


She
ignored that and popped the cork on another long bottle. 


"You
think Norbert would like asparagus?" she asked.


I
was setting the table that evening.  Five places, including one for Norbert.  He
was a regular at dinner now.  Free-range chicken tacos.


"Might
give him gas."


"Apparently
everything gives him gas."


"Alien."


She
ignored that, too.


"Oh,
Randy from behind us, he came over and said you ruined Butch."


"How?"


"He said Butch is scared of people now.  Won't bite
anyone."


"Good."


"That's
what I said."


Mom was like that, small but spunky.


"Mom, did you know my Legend sneakers were made in Vietnam?"


"I
know most of our apparel is made overseas."


"Why?"


"Cheap labor."


"Like
Kim-Ly."


"Who's
Kim-Ly?"


"A
girl in Vietnam.  She's about Scarlett's age, but she doesn't go to school.
She works all day making Legend sneakers."


"How
do you know all that about a girl in Vietnam?"


"Norbert
showed me on his computers."


Mom just frowned.


"How
do you stop something that's not right?"


"Well,
with sneakers, you just don't buy them."


"I
won't, because I saw Kim-Ly.  But other kids don't know about her.  How can we
get them to stop buying Legends?"


"A boycott."


"What's
that?"


"You
tell people about Kim-Ly, convince them not to buy Legend sneakers because
they're made by people getting paid only pennies an hour.  If enough people
stop buying them, the sneaker company will have to pay better wages."


"A
boycott, huh?"
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"
'To combine in abstaining from, or preventing dealings with, as a means of
intimidation or coercion.' " 


Sunny
was reading the definition of "boycott" from the Webster's dictionary
on her laptop.  We were eating lunch under the table in the cafeteria.  A food
fight had broken out, so we bailed.  Food landed around us, but not on us.  You
didn't want to get nailed by an errant pudding cup.  I did one time; it took me
ten minutes to lick it all off my face.  


"Is
a boycott legal?" she asked.


"I
don't know.  But we're kids.  They can't send us to jail.  Can they?"


"If
I get arrested, I won't get into Stanford.  I want a legal opinion from a
lawyer."  


"I
can ask Andy."


"Close
enough."


"We're
in fourth grade, Sunny.  We're not going to get arrested.  We're going to stop
something bad."


"Max,
I'm from Asia.  I know all about sweatshops.  But it doesn't matter.  Kids aren't
going to stop wearing Legend sneakers."


"I
am."  I held up my feet.  I was wearing my red flip-flops.  "Made in America.  My mom checked.  She thinks a boycott is a great idea.  She called it social
activism."


"Why
do you want to do this?"


"Before
my dad deployed, I asked him why he had to go.  He said, 'Max, I'm going over
there to make a difference for those people.'  Well, I'm doing this to make a
difference for Kim-Ly."


"Who's
Kim-Ly?"


"A
girl in Vietnam who makes Legend sneakers."


"How'd
you meet her?"


"I
didn't.  Norbert showed me a video of her working in the factory."


"Everything
we wear is made in those places."


"From
now on, I'm buying all my clothes at St. Vincent de Paul," I said.


"You're
gonna wear used clothes?" Dee said. 


"Except
underwear.  But I'm going to look at every label first to make sure it didn't
come from those places."


"I'll
do that, too," Dee said.


"Me,
too," Eddie said.


"Count
me in," Sunny said.


"Okay.
We'll organize a boycott."


"I
thought we were going to save the world."


"We're
going to do that, too."


"And
stop global warming in our spare time."


Just
then a big muffin landed on the floor next to Dee.  He snatched it up.


"Five
second rule."  


He
picked it up and examined it.


"Aw,
man, someone took a big bite out of it.  And it's chocolate, my favorite."


He
held it up for us to see.


"Just
eat around it," I said.


Dee shrugged.  "Good idea."






"Looks
good," I said.


Floyd
T. was painting Ramon's storefront window frame.  He had decided on red.  I had
stopped by after school.


"Thanks."


I
pointed up.  "Is Andy in?"


"Yep.
You got a traffic ticket?"


"Law
question."


"Well,
he's a lawyer … sort of."







Andy
Prescott was picking his nose when I climbed the stairs and entered his little
office above Ramon's tattoo parlor.  


"You
got a permit for that?" I said.


Andy
laughed.  "Hey, dude.  What's up?"


"I'm
organizing a boycott."


"Against
what?"


"Sneakers
made in foreign factories that pay the workers twenty cents an hour."


"You
mean against every sneaker sold in America?"


"That's
what I mean."


"You
want me to sign a petition?"


"I
want you to answer a legal question."


"Shoot."


"Will
we get arrested, for boycotting sneakers?"


"You
won't get arrested, but you could get sued."


"If
they sue me, what can they do?"


"If
they win, they can take your assets."


"What
are assets?"


"Your
stuff."


"I
don't have much stuff.  Just my Ripstik and some DVDs."


"If
that's all you own, you don't have to worry about getting sued."


"Still,
I'd hate to lose my Ripstik."


Andy
waved at his office.  "Tell you what.  If they sue you, you can hide your
assets here."
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The
first target of our boycott was Legend Jones.


Which
was like picking a fight with Godzilla.  Legend Jones was only the biggest star
in the NBA.  He had his own line of apparel and sneakers.  His jerseys sold for
a hundred dollars, his sneakers for up to one hundred fifty dollars.  His stuff
was real popular with kids all across America, but in Austin he was like a god
because he lived here and played for the Armadillos, the local NBA team.  We
figured if we could embarrass Legend, he might stop endorsing stuff made in
sweatshops.  


"Fat
chance," Sunny said.


She
pointed at her laptop.


"It
says here that he makes fifty million a year endorsing sneakers.  He's not
giving that up just because they're made by poor people in Vietnam."  


Legend
had grown up really poor in East Austin out by the dump, but now he was really rich
and lived in West Austin on the lake.  Like most kids, I admired him because he
scored a lot of points and he seemed like a really cool dude in his commercials.
But that was before I knew about Kim-Ly.    


We
altered our Legend Jones posters from "Buy Legend sneakers, be a
star" to read "Buy Legend sneakers, starve a Vietnamese child."
We brought them to school and taped them to the cafeteria wall next to the big
blow-ups Norbert had made from the video that showed Kim-Ly and other kids her
age making Legend jerseys and sneakers.  Sunny researched the Internet and
printed out articles about those factories—they were called
"sweatshops" because the workers didn't get paid much and had to work
long hours—to hand out.  By lunch on Friday, we had a table in one corner of
the cafeteria fixed up with pictures of the factory and the kids working there
… and the biggest picture had one of the workers wearing a Legend "1"
jersey and holding up a brand new pair of black Legend Jones All-Pro
"1" signature competition sneakers.  We wrote a caption:  I made 5
cents making these sneakers.  You paid $150.  Legend Jones made $50 million.
Cheap foreign workers:  priceless.  


We put up a big banner that read:  NO SNEAKERS FROM
SWEATSHOPS!  And a sign over a barrel that read:  DUMP YOUR LEGEND JONES
SNEAKERS HERE!  Mrs. Broadus said the boycott could be our community service
project, which was a lot more fun than picking up trash in a park.





"Legend's
gonna call the cops and get you arrested for putting this stuff up," Vic said.


We
were working our boycott table when Vic and his posse walked over during
lunch.  


"He
can't," I said.  "I consulted my lawyer."  


"Who?
Andy?  He's a traffic-ticket lawyer."


"He's
still a lawyer.  And he said they can't do anything to us."


"Legend
can.  He's liable to send his people over."


"What
are they gonna do?  Beat us up?  We're just kids."


"If
he doesn't beat you up, I will."







"Dude,
we gotta do something about your clothes.  You look like an alien."


Norbert
was waiting on our front porch when I got home.  


"My
father examined your clothing catalogs to determine our attire."


"Well,
humans don't really dress like that.  Come on, Mom and Maddy and Scarlett won't
be home for a while, let's go over to the thrift shop, find you some real
clothes."        


We
walked the few blocks over to St. Vincent de Paul Thrift Store on Congress Avenue down from the Home Slice pizza shop.  I had to drag Norbert away from the
smell of fresh pizza.  He loved human food.  Norbert bought brown baggy cargo
shorts that hung almost to the floor, a yellow "Keep Austin Weird" T-shirt,
green clogs, and red sunglasses.  He no longer looked like an alien from
another planet, but just another tourist from New York.  





"Norbert,
I like your new look," Mom said.


We
had just returned home when Mom pulled into the driveway with Scarlett and
Maddy.  


"I've
got to run over to Whole Foods.  You boys want to come?"


"Sure."


We
piled into the Suburban and drove north on Congress across the river into
downtown and then over to Whole Foods.  The downtown store is huge.  We parked
in the underground garage then took the escalator up into the store.   


"You
boys can each get one treat," Mom said.  


Mom grabbed a big cart; she hefted Maddy into the seat.  Mom, Maddy, and Scarlett headed over to
the produce department.  Vegetables didn't interest me, so Norbert and I dodged
the tattooed-and-pierced shoppers and walked to the bakery on the other side of
the store where we found the cupcake counter.  Cupcakes interested me a lot.  


"Cupcakes,
Norbert," I said.  


Whole
Foods cupcakes aren't your mother's cupcakes.  Their cupcakes are designer
cupcakes with rich chocolate fillings and tall icing in the shape of lions and
tigers and bears and even a dragon.  They cost $2.99 each.  We couldn't afford
them anymore, so I planned to just stare through the glass display and drool for
a while then select a $.99 cookie.  But Norbert had other plans. 


"That
one and that one and that one …" 


He
was pointing out the cupcakes he wanted to the lady working behind the
counter.  She grabbed and bagged them.  


"Max,
select your cupcakes."


"I
don't have any money."


Norbert
pulled out his wad of $100 bills.  "Cha-ching.  I have much money, laddie."



He
was buying so I picked out three cupcakes.  Norbert bought a dozen.  We each
got down on one right in the middle of the food court.  I loved the smell of
the food court, all the scents mixing into one big scent.  Fresh bread and
pies, pizza and calzone and charcuterie (although I had no idea what that was),
breakfast tacos and burritos, soups and sandwiches and sushi, muffins and
cookies and donuts, and, of course, these delicious cupcakes. 


"You're
adapting to our food pretty fast."


"I
like cupcakes—"


He
had icing all over his face.


—"and
hot dogs and pizza and ice cream … I like all human food."


He
scarfed down two more cupcakes.  He had a good appetite for a little alien.


"We
need milk with these," I said.


We
walked past the breakfast tacos counter and the pizza ovens and over to the milk
cooler.  I pointed at the small milks.


"These
are my favorites—vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry milk."


I
selected a vanilla-flavored milk.  Norbert went for a strawberry.  They cost
$1.49 each.  I showed him how to insert the attached straw.  I sucked my milk
down slowly so I could enjoy the moment, but Norbert sucked his down in one
continuous sucking maneuver.  He smiled.


"More."


He
grabbed a chocolate milk, inserted the straw, and sucked it down.  Then he
drank a vanilla milk.  


"I
favor the strawberry," he said.


He
grabbed a hand basket and filled it with strawberry three-packs.  


"Take
some, Max."


"Norbert,
we gotta pay for this stuff."


"Cha-ching."


I
grabbed a vanilla three-pack.  We drank another milk and observed the
shoppers.  Some were hippie types, like my mom.  Some were the
tattooed-and-pierced crowd.  Some were wearing suits and ties like lawyers
(well, not like my lawyer).  Some were glamorous girls in gym outfits.  Mom said they were really shopping for men, but I wasn't sure what she meant.  Dad always liked
shopping with us at Whole Foods, but if Mom caught him checking out the gym
girls, she'd punch his arm (but not hard enough to hurt him) and say, "In
your dreams, lover-boy."  Then they'd laugh and shop for meat.  A skinny
blonde gym girl came over to the milk display and stood right next to us.  Norbert
stared at her from a foot away.


"Dude,"
I whispered in his ear, "girls get mad if you stare at them that close.
They like you to stare from a distance."


"Oh."


He
took one step back.  But he still stared.  The blonde girl gave him a frown,
but he just smiled back.


"You
are an incredible human specimen," he said to her.


I
thought she might slap him, but instead she patted his head.


"You're
cute, too, little man," she said.  


Wow.
She touched him.







Norbert
sniffed the air like those bird dogs on that hunting show then followed the
scent directly to the Bowie BBQ counter as if he were Han Solo's Millenium
Falcon caught in the Death Star's tractor beam—and we all know you cannot
escape a tractor beam.  The barbecue man behind the counter looked like a
cowboy; he had gray hair and a thick gray mustache, and he wore a plaid shirt
and jeans.  


"What
can I get you gents?"


Norbert
scanned the menu.


"Two
chopped beef sandwiches, three chicken drumsticks, a sausage, and barbecued
beans."


"To
go?"


"To
eat."


The
man filled three plates and placed them in front of Norbert.  His eyes got wide.
He cleaned his plate—plates—in just a few minutes.  The barbecue man watched
with an amazed expression.  


"Good
appetite for a little guy," he said.


"He's
an alien visiting our planet," I said.  


The
barbecue man nodded and waved a hand at all the weird tattooed-and-pierced
people in Whole Foods.


"Welcome
to my world."


"Thank
you," Norbert said.  


Then
he farted.







We
caught up with Mom and Scarlett and Maddy at the check-out lane.  They were
piling groceries onto the conveyor belt, and the check-out lady was running
each item over the scanner.  Mom used to joke that Whole Foods meant
"Whole Paycheck" because she spent so much money when she shopped
here.  We've had to be more frugal now.           


"Did
you boys get a treat?"


"Yes,"
Norbert said.


He
dumped the strawberry milk cartons onto the conveyer belt.  Half were empty.


"Dude,"
I said.  "How many did you drink?"


Norbert
burped.  "Nine.  And I am purchasing more for later."


Mom counted the cartons.


"Norbert!
You've got twenty-seven cartons."


Norbert
smiled.  "They are excellent."


"They're
expensive.  That's almost forty dollars!"


"He
likes human food," I said.


"Yes,
especially barbecue."


He
held out the receipt from the barbecue counter because you paid when you
checked out.  Mom looked at the receipt and gasped.  


"Thirty-two
dollars!  For barbecue?"


"He
eats a lot," I said.


Norbert
put the cupcake bag on the conveyor.


"And
cupcakes," he said.


"Thirty-nine
dollars?"


Mom peeked in her wallet, and her face got the same expression as when she opened those PAST DUE
bills.  


"How
will I pay for all this?"


"I
have money," Norbert said.


He
handed Mom a $100 bill.


"No,
Norbert, I don't want your money."


"I
have many more such bills."


He
dug his money roll out of his pocket.  Mom's eyes got wide.  


"He
carries a lot of cash," I said.


"Where'd
you get all that money?"


"My
father."


"Where'd
he get it?"


"Oh.  We print it."


"You
print it?"


Mom's eyes cut from the $100 bill to the pile of groceries on the conveyor belt to the other
people standing in line and looking funny at us and then back to Norbert's
money.  She snatched the $100 bill from Norbert and handed it to the check-out
lady—who was frowning big time.  Now her eyes cut from Mom to Norbert to the
$100 bill.  Mom laughed like she did when we embarrassed her in public.


"Kids,"
she said.  "They watch too much TV."


The
check-out lady looked at us like we were criminals.  


"Uh-huh."


She
pulled out a yellow marker and ran it across the $100 bill.  She held the bill
up and examined it closely.  Then she shrugged.


"It's
good."


On
the way down the escalator with our basket of food, Mom leaned down to me and
said, "I thought his father works for the government?"


"He
does," I said.  "Their government."
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"Cup
check!"


It
was Saturday morning, and the team was again lining up, Coach Slimes was again
rapping a metal bat against each player's cup to make sure that everyone was wearing
the league-mandated protection, and I was again daydreaming, but not of
all-beef hot dogs.  Today, my mind was focused on saving the world from the
aliens next door—from the three-and-a-half-foot-tall alien wearing green clogs,
red sunglasses, and a blue baseball cap on backwards (where'd he get that
from?) and giving me a thumbs-up from just outside the fence.  So I was again
not expecting to be cup-checked.  Coach rapped me really hard with the metal
bat.


"Ow!"


I
turned to Coach, who was now holding his right arm as if it were broken.


"You
okay, Coach?"


"What
kind of cup are you wearing, Max?  Dang near broke my arm."


"Oh,
sorry, Coach, I forgot my cup again.  I'll go man up."


"You're
not wearing a cup?"


Norbert
was grinning.





The
guys showed up for the game wearing made-in-America flip-flops; Sunny wore red
rubber clogs, also made in America.  I introduced them to Norbert, and they sat
in the stands with Mom and Scarlett and Maddy.  I dropped a ball in the
outfield in the first inning, but when I returned to the dugout Coach Slimes just
said, "Good try, Max."


That
was different.


I
came up to bat in the second inning with two men on.  I looked back at
Norbert.  He nodded.  So I dug in and swung with great force and hit the ball
over the right field fence.  We won 3-2.  When I walked out of the dugout, I
saw Vic and his gang shaking their heads.  I gave them my Hulk pose.  Okay, I
was getting a little cocky, but it was fun.  I went over to the guys by the
bleachers. 


"Wow,
a home run!" Dee said.  "That was unbelievable!"


Dee
and I bumped chests like the pros.  Norbert liked that move, so he tried it
with Dee but knocked him down.  


"Strong
for a little guy," Dee said from the ground.


Norbert
gave me a chest-bump and then Eddie, who staggered back but didn't fall.  Norbert
turned to Sunny, but she frowned and said, "Don't even think about it."


I
pointed down at Sunny's red clogs.  


"See,
Norbert, we're not wearing sneakers made in foreign sweatshops anymore."


"That
is commendable, Max, but what about your baseball shoes?"


"What
about them?"


"Where were they made?"


"Uh,
I don't know."


"China."


"You're
kidding?"


"Your
bat, your helmet, your ball—they were also made in China."


"My
official major league baseball?"


"Yes."


"My
bat, too?"


Norbert
nodded.  "And your glove."


"I
thought baseball was the American pastime."


"Perhaps.
But the equipment is made in China."


"Dang."


"You
see, Max, it is not easy to change your world."


It
wasn't.


"But
that was a good hit," Norbert said.


"Who
wants hot dogs made in America?" Mom said.


We
all raised our hands, then broke and ran for the concession stand.  Norbert
couldn't run very fast in his human suit, so I stopped running and walked with
him.


"Thanks
for the home run."


"You
are welcome."  After a moment, Norbert said, "So they are your best
human friends?  Sunny, Eddie, and Dee?"


"Yeah,
they are."


"Did
you tell them about me, too?"


At
first I thought about lying, then I decided not to.


"Sorry."


"Can
they keep a secret … better than you?"  Norbert smiled.  "It is
all right, Max.  I want to know your friends, too.  I enjoy the company of
humans.  And human food."





We
ate hot dogs, then Mom took us to Amy's for ice cream.  After that we drove
back home and climbed up onto the top deck of the playscape in my backyard.  I
spend a lot of time up here since Dad.  


"My
dad made this," I said to Norbert.


"Yes,
I know."


"How
do you know?"


"I
know your family well."


"You
do?"


"We
know everything about every human."


"On
our street?"


"On
your planet."


Butch
the pit bull started to bark at us, but he spotted Norbert and ducked inside
his doghouse.  Eddie was staring at Norbert.


"You
know, Norbert, anyone can say they're an alien.  Can you prove it?"


Norbert
pointed his finger at Eddie and lifted him into the air.  


"Okay,"
Eddie said.  "You're an alien."


"Max
has asked me many questions," Norbert said.  "Would you also like to
ask me questions?"


The
others nodded.


"Ask."


"Every
galaxy has a black hole in its center, right?" Sunny said.


"Yes."


"Have
you ever been inside a black hole?"


"Yes."


"What's
it like?"


"Black."


"Why
are they there?"


"Shortcuts
between galaxies."


"Neat."


"How
big are you, really?" Eddie asked.


"About
this size.  But we do not grow much bigger.  My father is just a little taller,
so his human suit is modified to make him appear a more normal height here on
Earth."


"Do
you guys eat Twinkies, too?" Dee asked.


"Excellent
question," I said.  "Twinkies definitely have the necessary shelf
life for intergalactic travel."


"If
you got stranded in space, you could survive for years on Twinkies," Dee said.  "I know I've tried."


"I
do not know Twinkies," Norbert said.


"Dee knows them real well."


Dee reached into his backpack and pulled out a package of creamy Twinkies.  He offered a
Twinkie to Norbert.


"Here."


Norbert
took the Twinkie then poked it and tasted his finger.  He poked again, deeper
this time, and his finger had the white creamy filling on it.  He stuck his
finger in his mouth.  Then he opened his mouth and inserted the Twinkie whole.
 Dee's eyes got wide.


"I've
never seen anyone eat a Twinkie that way."


Norbert
swallowed then smiled.  "I have never felt more satisfied in my entire
existence.  Where can I obtain more Twinkies?"


"Everywhere
fine foods are sold," Dee said.  "Like 7-Eleven."


"Do
you have more?" Norbert said.


"Uh,
well, yeah.  Two more."


Norbert
reached into his pocket and pulled out his wad of bills.  He held a $100 bill
out to Dee.


"I
will pay.  Here."


"No,
Norbert," Dee said.  "Twinkies don't cost that much.  Here, you can
have them."


"I
will buy more and give many to you."


"Yeah,
okay.  Thanks."


Norbert
ate the other Twinkies in the same manner.  His face glowed.  And he talked.  Fast.
(Twinkies will give you a heck of a sugar high.)  We learned more about his
government's plan to conquer Earth.  Only the way he explained things, it
didn't seem so diabolical.  He made it sound almost human.  After the sugar
wore off, Norbert said, "I feel tired."


Dee checked his watch and said, "Hey, it's game time.  Cowboys versus Giants."


"We
can watch it inside," I said.


"I
have a much bigger screen," Norbert said.







We
agreed that was the better course of action and followed Norbert over to his
house.  Norbert was now giving the guys a brief demonstration of his technology.
 Dee whistled.


"And
I thought the iPhone was the coolest thing I'd ever seen."


"Your
stuff makes us look like cave men," Eddie said.


I
asked Norbert to show the others where Kim-Ly worked.  He spoke static and the
screen changed to the factory where the Legend Jones sneakers were made and
then zoomed in on a young girl.


"That's
Kim-Ly," I said.


We
watched her sewing a sneaker like she was a robot.  


"Norbert,"
Sunny said, "can you burn a CD showing Kim-Ly making those sneakers?  We
could play it on my laptop at our boycott table."


Norbert
spoke static to the machine then removed a CD from the machine and handed it to
Sunny.


"Done."


"Thanks."



"Let
us watch this game."


He
took us into another room with a big screen—and when I say big, I mean big.  I
had never seen a TV screen like it.  The picture was incredibly sharp, and the screen
covered one entire wall of the room.  Several couches faced the screen, so we
plopped down and got comfortable.  Norbert flicked through the channels until
he found the game.  One hundred thousand fans were packed into the new Cowboys
stadium outside Dallas.  Their faces were painted in the blue and silver team
colors.


"Where
are the horses?" Norbert asked.


"What
horses?"


"For the cowboys to ride."


"Oh.
They're not real cowboys.  That's the team name."


"And
the other players are not real giants."


"
'Fraid not."


"That
is disappointing."


"That's
a disease," Sunny said, pointing at the screen.  "Football."


Norbert
studied the game intently.  Big guys hit, tackled, blocked, grabbed, and flung each
other to the green artificial turf.  


"My,
that is a rough game," Norbert said.


"Only
really stupid life forms would play such a game, don't you think?" I said.


"What
is the purpose of this game?" Norbert asked.


"No
one really knows."


"Grownups
hitting each other like that," I said, "that proves humans aren't a very
smart species."


Norbert
nodded.  "Yes, that is a very violent game."


I
smiled at the guys.  I thought football had saved the world.  I thought wrong.


"But,"
Norbert said, "it is nothing compared to our national sport."


"What's
that?"


"In
your language, it would be called 'Catch'."


"Like
playing catch with a baseball?"


"Not
exactly."


"How
do you play?"


"Each
team has one hundred players.  Ten at a time are carried into the atmosphere
approximately eight miles in your measurement, then dropped.  The others remain
on the ground and attempt to catch their teammates."


"They
float down on parachutes?"


"No
parachutes."


"They
just fall?"


"Yes."


"But
they'd be going really fast when they hit the ground," Sunny said.
"How can their teammates catch them?"


"Many
times they do not, so their existence is terminated.  And when they do, often
the catcher's existence is terminated by the impact."


"That's
crazy."


"Their
families are well compensated."


"Who
wins?"


"The
last survivor."






We
left when the game ended.  Outside, Dee said, "Well, Plan A didn't work.
What's Plan B?"
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Plan
B:  We would save the world by showing Norbert reality TV.  That's about as
stupid as a life form can get.


"While
I'm at school today," I said to Norbert that Monday morning on our front
porch, "I want you to watch the entire last season of The Bachelor."


"What
is the show about?"


"A bunch of girls compete for a bachelor."


"An
unmarried human male.  Why?"


"Because
he's what every girl wants—rich and handsome with ripped abs."


"Human
females compete to mate with one human male?  That does not seem like an advanced
civilization."


"It's
TV, not the SAT."


Norbert
shrugged.  "I will do as you ask."


"Can
you get all the episodes with your technology?"


"Yes."  Norbert smiled.  "I was bored one day, while
we were in Los Angeles, so I watched episodes of Lost all day.  My father
came home and had to administer an electric shock to jolt me back into consciousness.
I had lapsed into a stupor."  He shrugged.  "It happens."







During
lunch we manned our boycott table.  We played Norbert's CD in loops on Sunny's laptop.
I saw Kim-Ly's face a hundred times that day.  I felt like I knew her.  The
other kids couldn't believe where Legend Jones sneakers were made.  Some
students got real disgusted and took off their Legends and dropped them into
the barrel right there during lunch.  We now had a bunch of made-in-America flip-flops
and clogs to swap out for their sneakers.  The editor of the school newspaper
interviewed us and took pictures. 


After
school I went straight to Norbert's house and knocked on the front door.  He
opened the door and said, "Hurry."  He turned and walked fast into
the room with the big screen on the wall.  I followed.  On the screen was a guy
in a suit holding a rose.  Two women stood before him.  The Bachelor.


"Brad is about to select his mate."  


Norbert
plopped down on the edge of the couch and put his hands in front of his face as
if praying.  He closed his eyes.


"I
cannot bear to look," he said.  "I am hoping Mandy wins Brad's
heart."


"What?
You like this show?"


"Max,
these humans are remarkable.  Brad is an authentic cowboy on a working Montana ranch.  You should see him ride the horse creature!  And he is a single father
raising a young daughter, her name is Shelby.  She is seven and desperately
needs a mother.  Mandy instructs young humans and has long dreamed of having a
family, but she has never found her soul mate, although I do not know what that
means.  Max, they would be perfect together."


"Oh,
good grief."







Tuesday
was Dancing with the Stars.  Norbert loved it.  "Humans move with
such grace, except for that politician," he said.  "They would not be
injured on the job."







Wednesday
was Wipeout.  People making complete fools of themselves trying to run through
an obstacle course of rising and falling hurdles, big balls you have to climb
over, a sucker-punching wall, and a rotating arm, with failure landing the
contestants in water and mud.  Norbert loved it, too.


"These
humans are so brave."


"You're
kidding.  You don't think it's stupid?"


"Not
at all.  Well, the announcers are quite stupid, but the contestants are
extremely brave."   







Thursday
was Survivor.  "Humans are so resourceful," Norbert said.
"And they do not complain about eating rats.  They would make excellent
slaves."







Friday
was The Biggest Loser.  Norbert was crying when I got home from school.


"What's
wrong?"


"Billy
has lost one hundred and fifty pounds.  It has changed his life.  He is getting
married to Becky, who lost two hundred pounds.  They want to produce many
offspring.  I am so happy for them."


I
couldn't believe it.
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Scarlett
refused to believe that Norbert and his father were aliens.


Until
Saturday.


That
morning, Norbert wasn't sitting on my front porch when I went downstairs, and
he didn't answer his door when I knocked on it about ten.  Mom went to Whole Foods (she said after our last trip to the grocery store, it would be safer
for us to stay at home), so Scarlett and I were watching Maddy.  My game wasn't
until three, and it was a nice day, so we decided to play out front.  Scarlett
helped Maddy ride her tricycle.  I put on my protective pads and took my
Ripstik for a ride.  I didn't get far.  I swiveled my hips for all I was worth,
but I just couldn't get the dang thing to go fast like Norbert.  Of course, I
was only human.  Scarlett and Maddy were laughing at my efforts when Norbert came
around the hedgerow.  


"Dude,
I was looking for you," I said.


"Oh,
I was in the back room, watching videos of Kim Kardashian as you asked."


"And?"


"And
you are right.  We would terminate her existence immediately."


Norbert
turned to Scarlett and gave her an admiring look.  She had a game that
afternoon so she was wearing her cheerleader outfit.


"Scarlett,"
Norbert said, "if I were human, I would select you for my soul mate."


She
laughed.  "If you were human?  Okay, I'll play along.  So, why do you get
to choose me?  Why don't I get to choose you?"


"A
female of the species selecting a male?  What planet are you from?"


She
laughed again.  "That's good.  You're a funny little guy."


"Thank
you."


It
was a nice day in the neighborhood.  Dads were mowing lawns or walking their
dogs—there was a traffic jam of dads and dogs at Mrs. Cushing's house—folks
were jogging (jogging in Austin is like a social activity), kids were playing
in front yards, and the moms were visiting (no doubt about Mrs. Cushing).  We
were enjoying the morning when I spotted a black car coming slowly down the
street.  I froze and stared.  


"What
is wrong, Max?" Norbert asked.


I
didn't say anything.  I just stared at the black car.  It came closer.  And
closer.  I started backing up the walkway to our house.  My legs felt weak.
Scarlett grabbed my shoulders.


"It's
okay, Max.  The black car only comes once."


The
black car had come that day five months before.  It came down our street and stopped
in front of our house.  Two men in uniforms got out.  I saw them first and
called to Mom.  She ran and opened the front door.  Then she fainted.  Ever
since, I had a recurring nightmare about a black car stopping in front of our
house.


Like
this black car did.


But
inside this black car were three teenage boys, not two Army officers.  They whistled.
Not at me or Norbert, I don't think.


"Hiya,
Scarlett," the boy in the passenger seat said.  "You're looking hot today.
Wanna take a ride with us?"


"No,
thanks, Bobby."


"What,
you too good for us?"


"I'm
too smart for you."


Bobby
didn't like that.  His face turned hard.


"You
fat pig!"


The
car's tires squealed when they sped off.  Scarlett's face dropped.  I thought
she might cry.  She wasn't fat, not at all, but I've learned that most girls
think they're fat even when they're not.  Norbert stepped to her.


"Scarlett,"
he said, "did those young human males upset your emotions?"


"No."


"That
means yes," I said.


Without
another word, Norbert hopped onto the Ripstik and swiveled his hips fast and
shot down the street.


"Norbert!"
Scarlett screamed.  "No!"  


She
turned to me.  


"Bobby
and his friends, they're jerks!  They might hurt Norbert!"


"Oh,
I wouldn't worry about that."


I
sat down on the last step of the front sidewalk and removed my pads.  Maddy sat
next to me and put the pads on.


"You're
not worried about Norbert?" Scarlett said.


"Nope."


"Why
not?"


"Because humans can't hurt him.  Not physically."


Scarlett
shook her head.  "The 'alien next door' gag isn't funny right now, Max.
He's a little guy.  They could hurt him."


She
folded her arms just like Mom when I was late getting home and stared down the
sidewalk in the direction Norbert had gone.  After a few minutes, she said,
"Here he comes."  


I
stood.


Norbert's
hips were swiveling in a nice rhythm when he rolled up and stopped.  He had a
smile on his face and a finger pointing skyward.


"They
want to apologize to you," he said to Scarlett.


"Who?"


"Them."


He
looked up.  Scarlett looked up.  Her mouth fell open.


"Oh—my—gosh."


Suspended
twenty feet above the ground were Bobby and his two buddies—in their car.
Norbert lowered his finger, and the car slowly descended until it hovered two
feet off the ground.  The boys' faces showed their fright.


"Uh,
Scarlett," Bobby said, "we're, uh, we're real sorry.  We won't do it
again.  We promise."


Norbert
turned to Scarlett.  "Are you satisfied?"


"Very,"
she said.


Norbert
dropped his finger, and the car dropped to the pavement with a loud thud.
Norbert dismissed the boys with a quick wave.


"Off
with you now."


They
drove off fast.  Scarlett hugged Norbert.  I thought he might faint.







"Mom!" Scarlett shouted.  "Aliens live next door!"


Mom had just entered the back door with a grocery bag.


"Scarlett,
please, not you, too."
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"Nothing's
worked so far," I said to the guys at lunch that Monday.  We were at our
boycott table.  "Norbert thinks humans are the neatest life form he's ever
encountered."


"We
could try C-SPAN."     


"He's
already watched C-SPAN."


"Then
we've got no choice," Dee said.  "We've got to go to Plan C."


"Plan
C?  Are you crazy?  That's a—"


"Will
Ferrell movie.  That's the only hope for the human race."


"But
that could cause permanent brain damage."


"It
doesn't for us."


"We're
used to that level of stupidity.  Norbert's not.  He could lapse into another
stupor—what if we couldn't revive him?"


"Earth
is at stake, we have to take that chance.  A Will Ferrell movie will prove to
Norbert that the human race is stupid beyond all hope.  His last movie grossed
over a hundred million domestic!"


I
sighed and nodded.


"Well,
I'm not taking any chances," Eddie said as he stood.  "If aliens are
taking over the world, I'm getting an ice cream sandwich first."


"Bring
me one, will you?" I asked.


"Me,
too," Dee said.


The
principal, Mrs. Stewart, walked up with a woman carrying a little notebook and
a man carrying a fancy camera.  


"Children,
this is Ms. Garza.  She's a reporter with the Austin newspaper, and she wants
to do a story about your sneaker boycott."


"Really?"
I said.  "Cool."


Mrs.
Garza sat across the table from us.  She was pretty and smelled sweet.


"You're
Max Dugan?"


"Yes,
ma'am."


"And
you started this boycott?"


"Yes,
ma'am."


"Why?"


"Because
I learned how all the sneakers we buy here in America are made by poor people
in Asia getting paid, like, twenty cents an hour.  That's wrong.  And because I
want Kim-Ly to go to college."


"Who's
Kim-Ly?"


"A
Vietnamese kid who makes Legend's sneakers."


Sunny
stopped the video on Kim-Ly.  The cameraman took a photo of her.


"But
why are you singling out the Legend Jones sneakers?  Legend grew up here in Austin and was a star basketball player at UT."


"We
want kids to stop wearing all sneakers made in sweatshops.  But the Legends are
the most popular sneakers in America.  They sell for a hundred fifty bucks, but
the workers who make them get paid only pennies for each shoe.  Legend Jones
used to be a poor kid on the streets of East Austin, so he should know better
than to endorse sneakers made by poor people in Vietnam."


"But
every sneaker is made in foreign countries.  If kids stop wearing those
sneakers, what are they supposed to wear?"


I
held up my feet to show my red flip-flops.


"Flip-flops
… or clogs."


"They
can't wear flip-flops or clogs playing sports."


"Well
…"


"Max,
isn't this an illegal boycott?"


"Lady, we're ten-year-old kids.  We don't know anything about
the law.  But we know about right and wrong, and it's wrong to buy sneakers
made in sweatshops.  So we're asking all kids in America to stop wearing Legend
Jones sneakers.  Kids can make a difference.  We can change the world.  We can
save the world."





"Okay,
now that is stupid."


Norbert
had watched Seinfeld episodes all day.


"There
is no plot."


We
walked over to my house.  Mom had just pulled into the driveway with Scarlett
and Maddy.  Mom got out and said, "Boys, help me with the groceries."


"Humans
consume enormous quantities of food."


"Like
I said, we're eating machines."


Norbert
and I each grabbed two bags and carried them inside. 


"Norbert,
what would you like for dinner tonight?" Mom said.


"Mrs.
Dugan, may my father join us this evening?"


Mom's face lit up.  "Yes, of course.  That's wonderful.  I'll fix something special."


"Hot
dogs?" Norbert asked.


"Maybe
something a little more special than hot dogs."


"Oh."



He
seemed disappointed.   


"But
we'll have ice cream for dessert."


"That
would be excellent."


He
wasn't disappointed anymore.


"What
time should we arrive?"


"Seven."





At
seven sharp, Norbert and a slightly taller version of Norbert were standing on
our front porch when Mom opened the door.  His father had the same skin, the
same hair, the same eyes, and the same clothes.  They must have hit a sale at
L.L. Bean.


"I
am Nils Nordstrom," his father said.


"I'm
Kate Dugan."


They
shook hands like grownups do. 


"Please,
come in, Nils."


Mom introduced us to Mr. Nordstrom, then we went into the kitchen.  Mr. Nordstrom recoiled
slightly at the walls.


"Oh,
my.  That is bright yellow."


"The
owners before us did that," Mom said. 


We
sat at the table, and Mom and Scarlett served everyone.  Spaghetti and bison
meatballs.  Mr. Nordstrom didn't know how to eat spaghetti either, but Norbert
showed him how to suck up long strands the way I did, so he picked it up pretty
fast.


"Excellent
food," he said.


"Mr.
Nordstrom," I said, "do you like to play Scrabble?"


"My
father has never before played," Norbert said, "but I have explained
the game to him."


Norbert
had become a Scrabble genius.  We all took our seven letters.


"Mr.
Nordstrom," Scarlett said, "you go first."


He
smiled big and placed six letters on the board:  D-P-F-W-T-C.


"How
many points, Norbert?" he asked.


"Uh,
Father, this game is played in the English language."


Mr.
Nordstrom glanced from Norbert to his letters and then to us.  He seemed
embarrassed.


"Ah.
Yes.  English.  Of course.  I was thinking in Russian again.  Many consonants,
that language."


He
put down W-E-T.


"Twelve
points, with the double word," Norbert said.


"So,
Nils," Mom said, "Norbert said you work for the federal government.
National security."


"Yes.
That is correct."


"Were
you a spy in Russia?"


Mom was real suspicious of anyone who worked for the federal government, except the post office
workers, who just made her nervous.


"Oh,
no, Kate.  I am just a researcher."


"And
now you're working here on a top-secret assignment?"


"Yes."


"Anything
we should know?"


Mr.
Nordstrom's eyes dropped.


"Nothing
to worry about," he said.


Scarlett
put down her word:  S-L-A-V-E-S.





At
three the next morning, Kate Dugan lay sleeping in the big bed she had shared
with John Dugan.  She still slept on her side.  She reached out for him in her
sleep.


"John
…"







In
the bedroom directly above her, Scarlett Dugan lay awake, fighting the tears.
She was her father's big girl, and she was determined to be just that.  She
would not cry.  She would hold it all inside her.  For Max and Maddy.  For
Mother.  For him. 


Even
if she did want to scream.







Next
door to her, Max Dugan lay in his bed, sleeping fitfully, suffering the
nightmare again.  The black car came slowly down Drake Avenue, then stopped in
front of their house, and two men in uniforms got out.  




Back
downstairs, Maddy Dugan woke with a fright.  Again.  She didn't know why she
got scared every night now, but she did.  She rolled out of bed and ran down
the hall to her mommy and daddy's bedroom and climbed up into bed.  Mommy was awake.  She held her arms out to Maddy.  She snuggled in next to her mother.





In
the house next door, Norbert Nordstrom stood at the second-floor window facing
the Dugan house.  He heard their thoughts.  He lived their dreams.  He felt their
fears.  In the year that he and his father had been on Earth, they had lived in
  France and Russia and India and Los Angeles.  He had met humans and studied
humans and gotten to know humans; but he had never been befriended by humans or
felt an attachment to humans.  They had always just been life forms to study.  


Until
now.  


He
felt a presence and knew it was his father.


"I
care for these humans," Norbert said.  "They are not like the ones we
have met before, like in L.A., pushing and shoving and trampling each other."


"You
mean those paparazzi when we happened upon the human named Britney Spears on Rodeo Drive?"


"No.
I mean those shoppers at the Wal-Mart on Black Friday."


"Ah."


"Father,
I want to help these humans," Norbert said.


"I
wish we could," his father said.  "But we cannot.  That is not our
mission here on Earth."
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"There's
got to be sneakers made in America," I said.


The
newspaper reporter was right:  If everyone stopped wearing the Legend Jones
sneakers for sports, what were they supposed to wear?  Sunny said we had to
give them an answer.  So after school the next day, we all walked over to the
sporting goods store on South Congress—after we picked up Norbert at his house.
It was my dad's favorite store.  He loved sports.  Not watching, but playing.
He worked out with the weights in the garage every day then ran the streets
with all the other runners in Austin.  He loved to hike the Barton Creek
Greenbelt and swim in the Barton Springs Pool even though the spring water was
really cold.  He had been a good athlete, but he didn't expect me to be like
him.  He wasn't living his dreams through me.  "I have my own life and my
own dreams," he said, "and you have yours.  You live your dreams, Max,
not mine."


I
liked that about him.


Famous
athletes' smiling faces greeted shoppers from posters hanging from the high
ceiling.  Equipment, apparel, and shoes for baseball, basketball, soccer,
tennis, and golf, dumbbells and barbells and weight machines, treadmills,
punching bags, bicycles, kayaks—you name the sport, and this store had the
gear. 


"A
shrine to sports," Sunny said.


"Isn't
it great?" Dee said. 


We
went straight to the shoe department that stretched along one entire side of
the store.  Every shoe for every sport.  We started at the first row.  Dee held up a shoe and said, "Made in China."


Eddie
grabbed another shoe.  "Made in China."


We
went down the rows checking the labels on the shoes.


"China." 


"China."


"Mexico."


"China."


"Vietnam."


"China."


"China."


"Vietnam."


"Nothing's
made in America," Dee said.  "So what are we supposed to wear?"



"We've
got a bigger problem, guys," Dee said.  He lowered his voice.  "Nothing's
worked so far with Norbert.  We're running out of stupid human things."


"That
doesn't seem possible."


I
looked around for Norbert and spotted him in the women's apparel department.
He was holding up some kind of undergarment.  I called to him.


"Norbert—you
don't want to go there!"





The
St. Vincent de Paul Thrift Store on South Congress did not feature big posters
of famous athletes and the sports brands they endorsed.  None of the shoppers
were decked out in the latest styles of sports gear.  Here, the walls were bare
and the racks filled with used clothes being bought by poor people.  


And
Scarlett Dugan.


When
we walked inside, I immediately spotted my sister and almost fell over.  Miss
Fashion Plate was shopping for secondhand clothes.  


"What
are you doing here?" I said.


"Oh,
I just thought it was kind of stupid to wear trendy clothes when they're made
in sweatshops," she said.


See?
She is perfect.  We exchanged a fist-bump.


"Only
thing is," Eddie said, "none of these clothes were made in America either."


Scarlett
held up a pair of Barney underwear—with her thumb and index finger like she
used to hold up Maddy's dirty diapers.


"Max,
are these yours?"


Before
I could come up with a witty reply, Norbert reached up and grabbed the
underwear from Scarlett.  He held them out and admired them.  


"I
like them!"


"Dude,
that is wrong in so many ways."
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I
hit a home run in my baseball game the next morning.  All the guys were there.
Norbert, too, of course.  How else could I have hit a home run?  We had
returned home and were now swinging in Norbert's backyard.  The gravity of the
decision weighed on me.  Dee gave me a palms-up "Well?" gesture
behind Norbert's back.  I nodded back.  It was dangerous, but we had no choice.



To
save Earth, we would show Norbert a Will Ferrell movie.


"Say,
Norbert," I said, "you want to watch a great movie?"


"Lord
of the Rings?"


"Uh,
no.  Something even better."


"Excellent.
 I very much enjoy human movies."


We
went inside his house to the room with the big TV screen.  Sunny had gotten
the movie through her mother's Netflix account.  She handed the DVD to Norbert; he read the title.


"Talladega Nights:  The Ballad of Ricky Bobby.  Is Ricky Bobby a human
legend?"


"Uh,
yeah, something like that."


"So
this movie is about his life?"


"Yeah.
It won all kinds of awards."


"It
must be excellent.  Let us watch this movie."


Norbert
inserted the DVD and started the movie.  Sunny turned away and flashed crossed
fingers.  We all sat on the couch.  Norbert started laughing at the scene of
Ricky Bobby saying grace at the dinner table—"Those two youngsters, they
are quite precocious"—and he didn't stop laughing until the final credits
had run.  He had tears in his eyes.  But not for the reason we had hoped.


"Will
Ferrell is a genius," Norbert said.  "That hospital scene in which he
thinks he is paralyzed, that was brilliant acting.  Absolutely
brilliant."  He paused.  "Although I must say that I would have
preferred to continue my existence without the image in my mind of him running
around the race track in his underwear.  But still, that is the funniest movie
by a human I have ever seen."


"Sounds
like an award," Eddie said.  "Best Comedy by a Human."


"And
his portrayal of Ricky Bobby's personal struggle from star race car driver to
pizza delivery boy and back—how could any human summon the intestinal fortitude
to recover from such a downfall?"


"It's
in the script," Sunny said.


"I
love humans!  You are so much fun!"


"Stupid
but fun," I said.


"Humans
are the most creative life forms I have ever encountered.  That is a sign of
higher intelligence."


"Great,"
I said with a groan.


Norbert
glanced around at us.  We were all frowning.  Our plan to save the world had
failed miserably.      


"What
is wrong, Max?" Norbert asked.


"We
haven't been honest with you, Norbert."


"You
have lied to me?"


"Sort
of.  All the stuff this week—the football game, the reality TV shows, Kim
Kardashian, this Will Ferrell movie—that was to show you how stupid humans are."


Norbert
nodded.  "I know."


"You
knew?"


He
nodded.  "You hoped to convince me that humans lack the necessary intelligence
so my government should not take over Earth and then I would convince my
father."


I
nodded.  


"But,
Max, humans are intelligent creatures—not like us, of course, but almost as
intelligent as Martians."


"No,
we're not.  We're really stupid.  Humans eat fast food, smoke cigarettes, use
drugs, drive gas-guzzling cars, take steroids to hit home runs, pollute the air
we breathe—how stupid is that?"


"Okay,
that is stupid.  But humans enjoy their existence.  You have fun.  We are like
the Russians—we do not know how to have fun.  We work so hard to achieve success
that we have forgotten what we are trying to achieve as we conquer one planet
after another.  My father says he thinks it is just to keep us busy."


I
nodded.  "Our grownups do the same thing.  But kids don't.  We have
fun."


"We
should have fun before our existence is terminated."


"But
you're going to terminate our existence before we've had all our fun."


Norbert
put his hand on my shoulder.


"Max,
you are my friend.  I do not want my government to take over Earth."


"Really?
That's great!  So you'll stop your dad?"


Norbert
shook his head.  "I cannot do that.  He must do what is best for our
planet."


"What
about our planet?" Sunny said.


"Perhaps
he will recommend against taking over Earth," Norbert said.  


"You
really think so?" I said.


"No."


"Anyway
you can find out?"


"Yes."


He led us into the room with the computers.  He spoke static and gibberish soon
filled the screen.  Norbert studied the screen for a long moment, then shook
his head slowly.


"What?"


Norbert
gestured at the screen.  "That."


"What's
it mean?" I said.


Norbert
hit a button and the gibberish instantly became English.  It was his father's
report on the possible takeover of Earth.  One word in bold print caught my
eye:  FAVORABLE.           


"He's
recommending the takeover?"


Norbert
nodded.  "I am sorry."


"Dang.
There's nothing we can do?"


"No.
He will file his report by the end of the month."


Norbert
spoke to his computer, and the screen went black.  


"Our
world is lost," Dee said.  "Did you get those Twinkies?"


"I
am sorry," Norbert said.


"About
Twinkies?"


"About
Earth."


"Look,
Norbert," I said, "even though your government is going to conquer
Earth, steal all our natural resources, and make us your slaves, I know it's
not your fault.  You're like part of our family now.  You're like a brother to
me."


"May
I still eat dinner with you?"


"Oh,
yeah, sure."






Norbert
seemed sad that night at dinner.  Mom asked if he was okay; he said he was, but
I knew he wasn't.  He said he liked us.  Humans.





In
his native tongue, Norbert Nordstrom discussed the fate of planet Earth with
his father.


"Father,
Max is my friend.  We should not take his planet."


"Norbert,"
his father said, "I cannot allow your friendship with Max to affect my
judgment.  I must do the right thing."


"Right
for whom, Father?"


"For
us."


"What
about humans?  What about their planet?  Why do we have the right to destroy
their planet and their existence for our benefit?"


"Norbert,
humans do not deserve Earth."


Norbert
stared at his father in his catalog attire.


"No
human dresses like that."
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The
article about our boycott ran in the Sunday newspaper.  When I got to school Monday
morning, a TV van with a satellite dish sticking high into the sky was parked on
the street in front of the elementary school.  And Vic and his gang were parked
on the sidewalk with their fists on their hips.  I had to brave their
gauntlet.  Again.


"We
was waiting for you, Dugan," Vic said.


"You
should be waiting for English class," I said.


He
didn't appreciate that remark.  He stepped in front of me and reached out to
grab my shirt—


"Max
Dugan!"


Saved
by the principal.  Mrs. Stewart stood at the entrance and waved at me like it
was an emergency.  I grinned at Vic.


"Another
time, Vic."


"There'll
be another time, Max.  Count on it."     






We
were celebrities.  


The
whole school buzzed with excitement.  TV cameras were at our school!  The
reporter wanted to interview us live at 8:30 for the Austin morning news show.
So Mrs. Stewart called for a school assembly in the cafeteria.  Kids now crowded
around our No Sneakers from Sweatshops table and dumped their Legend
Jones sneakers into the big barrel for the camera.  The reporter was named Ms.
Riggs.  I had seen her before on TV.  She smelled good and had dark hair and
painted lips.  Her tight dress clung to her body, which didn't have any lumps.
Coach Slimes stood at the door staring at her like she was a cold root beer on
a hot summer day. 


"Natalie
Riggs reporting live from the Austin Elementary School in SoCo.  I'm here with
some fourth-graders who are trying to make a difference.  They're boycotting
the Legend Jones sneakers that kids love to wear.  Max Dugan, tell us why you
started this boycott."


She
stuck the microphone in front of my face.


"Because
it's wrong to pay people pennies to make our sneakers."


"But
Legend Jones gives a lot of money to local charities."


"Legend's
a good guy, but he's still doing something wrong, endorsing sneakers made in
sweatshops."  I pointed at Sunny's laptop.  "Look, that's a video of
the actual Vietnamese factory where the Legend Jones sneakers are made by kids
no older than us."


The camera swung over and focused on Sunny's laptop.


"And
that's Kim-Ly."


I
explained who Kim-Ly was and that her dream was to be a teacher, but she would
always make sneakers.  The camera swung back to me and Ms. Riggs.


"So
you want Legend Jones to stop endorsing those sneakers?"


"Yes, ma'am.  And we want all kids in America to boycott the Legend Jones sneakers and all sneakers made in sweatshops."


The
reporter turned to the camera and said, "Yes, America, there are kids who
care.  If Max Dugan and these kids are the future of America, the future is
bright indeed."


The
story ran on the early and late evening news.  Our phone didn't stop ringing. 







Two
days later, the doorbell rang, and the postman delivered a certified letter
addressed to "Max Dugan."  Mom signed for it and gave it to me.  I
opened the letter.  It was from "Dewey Cheatham & Howe,
Attorneys-at-Law."  It started off "To Whom It May Concern."


I
gave it to Mom.


"You'd
better read it."


She
did.  Her face turned into a frown.  


"Legend's
lawyers," she said.  "They're threatening to sue you for conducting
an illegal boycott under federal antitrust law."


"I'm
a kid!"


 The
phone rang.  Mom answered.  


"Yes,
this is Kate Dugan … Yes, I'm Max's mother … Are you a lawyer? …
Oh, Legend's lawyer is threatening to sue him … Yes, he is just a kid …
A. Hollister Howe, that's his lawyer's name … in L.A.… Okay, what time
tomorrow … Good."


She
hung up and looked down at me.


"You're
going to be on national television tomorrow."
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The
network TV crew came to our house at seven on the first day of October.  We
would be on the show from Austin, the host, Judy, from New York City, and A.
Hollister Howe, the lawyer for Legend Jones sneakers, from Los Angeles.  Mom and I sat at the kitchen table with Scarlett and Maddy.  Two little monitors sat to the side
where we could see the others.  Norbert stood over in the corner.  The local producer
spoke into his headset.  


"What?
You're catching the kid in the corner?"  He pointed at Norbert.
"Hey, you—Boo Radley.  Move out of camera range."


Norbert
stepped farther away.  The producer again spoke into his headset.


"Yes,
I know the walls are yellow!  The whole house is hideous!"


That
seemed a little strong.  Sure, the house needed some work, but—


"Quiet!"


The
producer gave us a countdown with his fingers—


"Five
… four … three … two … one."


—and
the show went live to Judy in New York.


"Good
morning, USA.  Are you worried about kids today?  Do they seem self-centered
and focused only on their electronic gadgets?  Do they seem unengaged in the
world around them?  Well, many kids are.  But not Max Dugan in Austin, Texas.  Good morning, Max."


I
looked at the monitor and saw myself.


"Good
morning, ma'am."


Judy
smiled.  "Ma'am.  I love that.  And good morning to you, Mrs. Dugan."


"Good
morning."


"Max,
tell us about your 'no sneakers from sweatshops' boycott."


The
monitor showed a clip from our table in the school cafeteria.


"Well,
like most kids, I love Legend Jones and his sneakers.  I got a new pair for
every birthday.  I mean, he's the best basketball player in the world and he
grew up right here in Austin.  So I've always worn them.  But then I learned
that they're made by kids in Vietnam getting paid pennies, like Kim-Ly.  She wants
to be a teacher, but she's poor so she's got to make sneakers to help support
her family.  We want to help her and kids like her."


Maddy
put her red cereal bowl on her head.


Judy:
"So you organized a boycott at your school."


"Yes,
ma'am.  We set up a table in the cafeteria and we show a video of the sweatshop
where the Legend Jones sneakers are made and we hand out articles about the
American companies that make their stuff in Asian sweatshops.  We have a barrel
for kids to dump their Legend Jones sneakers.  We're wearing made-in-America flip-flops
and clogs now.  And we have a yellow pair of clogs for Legend, size nineteen,
we bought for him, for when he's ready to be a good guy and not endorse sneakers
made by poor kids."


Judy:
"We also have with us this morning from Los Angeles, A. Hollister Howe,
the lawyer representing the company that manufactures and distributes the
Legend Jones sneakers.  Mr. Howe, are the sneakers made with child labor in
sweatshops?"


A.
Hollister wore a suit and looked like a snot.


"We
have no actual, current, independently verifiable knowledge of that.  We comply
with all local labor laws.  We send our reps into those factories to make sure
children are not making our products.  Max has no proof that our products are
made in sweatshops or by children."


"He
has a video from inside the factory," Judy said.  Our video played on the
screen.  "No one has ever been able to get inside these Asian factories
due to the security surrounding them, but these workers are clearly sewing the
Legend Jones sneaker, and we can see that many of these workers are quite
young."


"How'd
you get that tape?" A. Hollister almost shouted.


"From
Max."


"How'd
he get that tape?  You can't show that on TV."


"We
just did.  We can see how your client's company makes the Legend Jones
sneakers—"    


"My
client knows nothing of this.  We contract with Vietnamese companies to
manufacture our products.  If they are violating the law, we are not
responsible."


"So
you're hiding behind local contractors."


"No.
We're hiding behind the law."


"But
your sneakers are made by children in sweatshops."


A.
Hollister the lawyer looked like he was about to blow a gasket.  


"Look,
Judy, bottom line, Americans don't care who makes their sneakers or where
they're made or how much the workers are paid.  They just want to wear the same
sneakers Legend wears."


"So
you're saying we're all stupid," I said.


Judy:
"Sounded that way to me, too, Max."


Now
A. Hollister's face turned bright red.


"Max
is breaking the law.  Now, I'm sure he is well-intentioned, but he is engaging
in an illegal boycott.  We have sent him a cease-and-desist letter—"


Mom interrupted:  "You threatened to sue a ten year old."


"Yes,
we did."


Now
I jumped in.  "You can't sue us.  We're just kids.  And I don't have any
assets except my Ripstik."


"That's
right, Max.  Children are not legally responsible for their actions.  But their
parents are.  Which means I can sue your parents.  You want that?  You want me
to sue your parents?"


"My
mom?"


"And
your dad."


Now
I blew a gasket.  I stood.  "My dad?  The Army sent my dad to Afghanistan and he didn't come back!  He fought for your freedom, so you can sue kids, you
big fat jerk!  My dad's a hero!"


I
was crying now.  A. Hollister didn't say anything.  But Mom did.


"You
want to sue me, buster, bring it on!  But I don't think Legend Jones wants to
sue the same kids who wear his sneakers!  I don't think he wants to explain to
all the kids of America why his sneakers are made by Vietnamese kids in
sweatshops!  I don't think he wants that kind of publicity!  Do you?"


I
love my mom.


When
we went off the air, Norbert held up his finger and whispered in my ear,
"I could terminate that lawyer's existence."  






When
I walked into my class at school that morning, Mrs. Broadus and the other kids
gave me a standing ovation.  Except Vic and his posse.  They just shook their
heads and glared at me.  Boy, he needs to get a life.  
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The
boycott snowballed after that.  Everyone wanted in on it now.  We had to get a
second barrel for all the Legend sneakers.  All the kids at school dumped their
sneakers and started wearing colorful flip-flops and clogs.  So did the
teachers and the principal.  Then other schools in Austin joined in.  And the
school board prohibited the athletic departments from buying any shoes made in
foreign sweatshops, even though the coaches complained that the players would
have to go barefooted because all athletic shoes were made in foreign
sweatshops.  Other school districts around the country joined in, then a bunch
of universities.  Sales of Legend Jones sneakers dropped by seventy-five
percent the next week.


We
never heard from A. Hollister the lawyer again.


But
we did hear from his client.





It
was the next Monday, and we were sitting at our boycott table in the cafeteria
eating lunch when a camera crew barged in with their bright lights on.  


"Do
we have an interview scheduled today?" I asked.


Sunny
consulted her calendar.  "We have Katie Couric tomorrow afternoon, but no
one today."


The
news people gathered around our table, but they didn't point their cameras at
us.  They pointed them at the door.  And now we saw why.


Legend
Jones walked into our cafeteria.


Every
kid stopped eating, and the cafeteria fell deathly silent, like one of those
western movies when the hero and the bad guy face off in the street for their
final gunfight.  But that was understandable:  you don't get a lot of
celebrities at an elementary school.


Legend
Jones stood six feet ten inches tall.  His head was shaved bald, and he wore mirrored
sunglasses and a white shirt, a white tie, and a white suit that glowed under
the fluorescent lights and contrasted sharply against his black skin.  He was
handsome with wide shoulders and a diamond stud earring in each ear.  He was
wearing his signature black Legend Jones All-Pro No. 1 sneakers.  He wasn't
smiling.


"Oh,
dang," Dee whispered.  "He's mad."


Legend
removed his sunglasses and glanced around the cafeteria.  He spotted our table then
walked directly over.  He put his hands on his hips and stared down at me.  


"You
Max?"


His
voice sounded mean.


"Uh,
yes, sir."


My
voice sounded like Maddy's.


"You
started this boycott of my sneakers?"


"Yes,
sir."


He
reached down and picked up the size nineteen yellow clogs. 


"You
really expect me to join in with you, to boycott my own sneakers and to start
wearing these yellow clogs?"


"Well,
uh …"  I thought of my dad and manned up.  "Yes, sir, I guess I
do."


Legend
stared at me for a long painful moment.  I thought he might reach down, grab me
by the shirt, and fling me across the cafeteria.  I caught Vic and his crew
standing off to the side; they were obviously hoping Legend would do exactly
that.


But Legend didn't fling me across the cafeteria.  


Instead,
he smiled.  A real big smile for the cameras.  He had the biggest, whitest teeth I'd ever seen.  It was like staring into the sun.


"Well,
Max, that's exactly what I'm gonna do."


"You
are?"


"Yes,
I am.  I didn't know my sneakers were made by poor kids in sweatshops.  That's
wrong, just like you said.  So I want to thank you for bringing it to my attention.
From now on, I won't wear my own sneakers."


"You
won't?"


"Nope."


Legend
leaned over and yanked his sneakers off his feet and dropped them into the
barrel.  Then he took the clogs, put them on, and stood straight.  


"Say,
these are sweet."


He now addressed the cameras.


"But
I play pro basketball, so I've got to wear sneakers.  No other sneakers are
made in America, and I can't travel to every factory in Asia and see for myself
how they're being made and whether they're being made by kids.  I grew up poor
here in East Austin, so I know what being poor is like.  


"Therefore,
I am announcing today that I'm starting my own sneaker company right here in Austin.  From now on, Legend Jones sneakers will be made in America by Americans being
paid a good wage.  The plant will be located in East Austin and will employ two
hundred people.  I'm going to recruit other NBA players to join with me and
invest in this company and manufacture their sneakers here, too.  I'm going to
give back to the community and the country that gave so much to me.  


"Max
Dugan made a difference.  Now I'm going to make a difference.  And I'm asking
other athletes to join with me.  Imagine what we could do if the biggest stars
in sports join with me in manufacturing everything they endorse and wear right
here in America, where people need good jobs.  We can change the world.  And
thanks to Max Dugan, I'm gonna try.  


"I'm
not a real hero like Max's dad.  I'm just a basketball player.  But I can still
do good with my life."  


All
the students applauded.  After a moment, Legend held up his hand.


"Oh—one
more thing."


Legend
turned to the doors.  One of his people gestured at someone outside, and into
the cafeteria stepped a small young woman … a girl … who looked like
Sunny … and then I recognized her.


"Kim-Ly!"


She
ran to me and hugged me.  She was crying.


"Max
Dugan!"


She
started talking in a foreign language—well, for me—and pointed at two older
Vietnamese people by the doors.  I knew they were her parents.  


"Kim-Ly
will go to college," Legend said.  "Here, at the University of Texas.  Then she wants to return to Vietnam and teach children.  She wants to
make a difference, too.  Thanks to Max Dugan."


He
stuck his big hand out to me, so I shook hands with Legend Jones for the cameras.
It was neat.  And it ran on the evening news.  I think that would have made Dad
prouder than my walk-off grand slam.








 


 


twenty-two


Things
were better after that.


Except
for Vic and his posse.  They were getting bolder … and madder.  They didn't
like the attention we were getting—we were in the newspaper, on local and
national TV, and then with Legend Jones.  They picked that Friday—the day I
brought Norbert to school—to exact their revenge.


In
English class.


"Class,"
Mrs. Broadus said, "Max has brought a guest to school today.  His name is
Norbert Nordstrom, and he's from out of town."


Way
out of town.


Mrs.
Broadus began reading Holes to the class again.  Norbert was sitting to
my left, his attention fully focused on Mrs. Broadus.  He was fascinated by the
story, or he had another crush on an older female.  But I was keeping an eye on
Vic, who was sitting several rows left of us.  I knew he would try something.
He did.  I made the mistake of turning to Mrs. Broadus and listening for a few minutes,
and when I remembered to check on Vic, it was too late:  Vic, Bud, Biff, and
Rod were all aiming big plastic straws at Norbert.  They inhaled, clamped their
lips down on one end of their straws in unison, and blew hard.  Out of the
other ends of the straws four wet spitballs exploded and hurtled through the
air like rockets, sailing past the faces of several other kids and heading
directly for Norbert's pale face—and I sat helpless, unable to save my friend
from the humiliation of being pounded simultaneously by four spitballs.  My alien
friend's day at a human school would be ruined.  


But
a split second before the four spitballs impacted the side of his face,
Norbert's left hand shot up and snatched them from the air like a lizard's
tongue snatching mosquitoes.  Norbert lowered his hand and dropped the
spitballs to the floor without so much as a glance at Vic and his gang—whose
mouths had fallen open.  Norbert had never turned his head.


Without
looking up from the book, Mrs. Broadus said, "Vic, Biff, Bud, Rod—you may
each sign a conduct card and have your parents sign it tonight.  Return them to
me tomorrow."  


Their
faces turned hot pink.  


Which
didn't bode well for PE.







I
was showing Norbert where to sit on the sideline when Coach Slimes blew the
whistle to start the game.  A ball immediately nailed me in the head and
knocked me down.  


"Max,"
Norbert said, "are you damaged?"


"Just
my pride."


I
looked over and saw Vic pointing a finger at me and scowling.


"Throw
the ball with great force, Max," Norbert said.


I
turned to him and smiled.  


"Okay."


I
got up off the floor and picked up the ball.  Vic was standing thirty feet
away, mocking me as if I couldn't hit him, which was normally true.  Except
Norbert was there.  I reared back like an NFL quarterback throwing a bomb and
threw the ball with great force at Vic.  The ball rocketed across the gym and
hit Vic right in his gut and sent him flying backward.  He hit the floor on his
rear end and slid all the way across the gym to the far wall.


Everyone
laughed.  At Vic.






Now
you'd think Vic would have learned his lesson.  But like I said, he wasn't the
brightest kid in fourth grade.  We were standing in front of our boycott table
in the cafeteria at lunch, and I was showing Norbert the sneakers Legend Jones
had dumped into the barrel—they were huge.  The other kids were gathered around
when Vic and his gang pushed their way through.  


"Hiya,
Max," Vic said in his bully voice.  "Who's the dwarf albino?"


"He's
not a dwarf or an albino," I said.  "He's my friend."


"He's
a freak.  Just like you."


"Go
away, Vic.  No one's afraid of you anymore."


"Oh,
yeah?"


He
stepped toward Norbert like he was going to hit him.  He towered over the
little alien.  I stepped between them and put my hands on my hips.


"You
want to hit someone, Vic, you hit me."


"Okay."


Vic
gut-punched me.  I doubled over.


"I
didn't think you'd really do it."


Sunny
squatted next to me. 


"Max,
are you all right?"


"I
think so."


Vic
stepped real close to Norbert—his little face hit Vic chest high.  Norbert
turned his head up to Vic and said, "And so it begins."


"He
can't talk like that in America," Dee said.


"I
told him," I said.


Vic
grabbed Norbert's shirt and drew his fist back.  


"Leave
him alone, Vic!" I shouted.


"Or
what?"


"Or
… Go ahead, Norbert, use the finger on him!"


"The
finger?" Vic said.


"He
can destroy you with his finger."


"And
I can break his nose with my fist."


"Victor
is not going to hit me," Norbert said.


"I'm
not?"


"No, Victor, you're not."


"Why
not?"


"Because
you would damage your hand."


"Hitting
you?  You're a dwarf."


"A
very strong dwarf," Dee said.


"Victor,
if you damage your hand, you would not be able to play the piano."


Vic
stared down at Norbert.  "What are you talking about?"


"Yeah,"
Biff said.  "Vic don't play the piano.  That's for sissies."


Bud
and Rod crowded in.  


"He
plays football," Rod said.


"Yeah,
football," Bud said.


"Tell
them, Victor," Norbert said.  "Tell them that you prefer playing the
piano, but you play football because your father forces you to."


"That's
a lie!"


"Is
it?" Norbert said.


"You
play the piano?" Bud said.


"Shut up!" Vic said.


"Yes,"
Norbert said.  "He plays the piano.  And he is very good.  Let me show
you."


Norbert
spoke static to Sunny's laptop, which was playing the sweatshop video, and the
screen suddenly changed to a video of Vic playing the piano.  Everyone stared
as if in shock.


"You
do play the piano," I said.


"You're
good," Sunny said.


"Football
will ruin your fingers, Victor," Norbert said.  "You must tell your
father that you want to be a concert pianist, not a quarterback.  You must
follow your dreams, not his."


Vic's
face sank.  


"My
dad, he was a big star in high school.  He wants me to be like him."


"No,
he wants you to be what he was not."


Norbert
again spoke static to Sunny's laptop.  Now a video of a high school football
team played.  The picture zoomed in on the sideline, on a chubby water boy.


"That
is your father, Vic."


Vic
stared at the screen.  "He didn't play?"


"No.
He was overweight and slow.  The other boys made fun of him."


The
video showed the players coming off the field and pushing the water boy out of
their way.  He fell to the ground.


"Victor,
when your father's existence is terminated, you will be left with your lost
dreams, just as he is today.  And you will become bitter, just as he is today.
And you will bully your son, just as he bullies you."


"He
doesn't bully me!"


Norbert
gestured at the laptop.  "Would you like me to show you?"


Vic's
shoulders slumped.  He suddenly looked small.


"No."


"Your
father was bullied in school.  That is why he bullies you and you bully Max.
You must break the cycle, Victor, or you will bully your son.  Do you want
that?"


Vic
shook his head.  


"Then
you must tell your father that your dream is not football.  It is the
piano."


For
a second, I thought he might cry.  But he sucked it up and stood tall.  


"I'm
sorry, Max.  No one will bully you anymore.  And I'll buy you a new iPod."


"That's
okay.  Norbert fixed it."


"Max
… I was always jealous of you."


"Me?
You were jealous of me?  Why?"


"Because
I always wished my dad was like your dad."


Vic
put his hand on my shoulder.  


"I'm
sorry about your dad, Max."


Vic
pulled off his new Legend Jones sneakers (the ones he had bought to replace the
ones I had hurled on) and dropped them into the barrel.  He took a pair of red
flip-flops and stepped into them.  Then he held his fist out to me.  Not to punch
me, but to give me a fist-bump.  I tapped knuckles with him.  Then he turned
and walked through the crowd and out the door.  


Wow.





"That
was nice, what you did with Vic.  Knowing everything about everyone came in
pretty handy."


Norbert
and I were walking home after school.  It was a nice afternoon.  


"Victor
was conflicted, trying to please himself and his father."


"Like
you?"


Norbert
smiled.  "You are very intelligent, Max."


"Thanks,
but I've been trying to show you how stupid humans are."


"Yes.
I am conflicted.  My father is going to file his report recommending our
government to take over Earth, but I do not want him to do so.  I have come to
believe that humans deserve more time to save Earth before we destroy it …"


The
  Congress Avenue stop light flashed the WALK sign.  Norbert kept talking, but
I still checked for oncoming cars running the red light.  It was all clear so
we stepped off the sidewalk and started crossing the wide avenue.  


"… My father is making his determination on too small a sampling of humans and
human behavior and …"


I
was almost to the other side of Congress and thinking that perhaps we should
stop at the cupcake trailer when I realized that Norbert's voice had grown
distant then had stopped altogether.  I looked for him to my side.  He wasn't
there.  I turned back.  He had stopped in the middle of Congress Avenue and was
now gazing north at the State Capitol in downtown.  


He
didn't see the car.


And
the driver didn't see him.  


The
driver's head was down—he was texting.  


He
wasn't stopping for the light.


He
was going to hit Norbert.


I
ran to Norbert … I saw the car … the driver looked up … he saw me … he hit the brakes … the tires squealed … I pushed Norbert hard … he fell forward … out of the way … the car hit me … that's all I
remember.







Floyd
T. was sitting on the stoop of Ramon's tattoo parlor and writing his memoirs in
a Big Chief notebook when he heard the tires squealing.  He looked up just as
the car hit little Max Dugan.  He vaulted to his foot and yelled to Ramon inside
the tattoo parlor, "Call nine-one-one!"  Then he ran as fast as he
could with the artificial leg into the middle of Congress Avenue where Max lay sprawled
on the concrete.  He dropped to the ground and felt for Max's pulse.  


He
was alive.


But
he was unconscious.  


Andy
was now next to him.  Floyd T. knew not to move the boy in case of a spinal
cord injury.  So he said a prayer, the same prayer he had said so many times in
  Vietnam over a fallen soldier.  The same prayer he had said when he himself had
fallen that last time.  A young man came forward, holding out a cell phone, his
face pale and shocked.


"Is
he hurt?  I didn't see him.  I was texting my girlfriend …"


Floyd
T. stood and grabbed the driver's cell phone and flung it as far as he could
down Congress Avenue.  Then he grabbed the man's shirt, but Andy and Ramon
jumped in and stopped him from doing something he'd regret.


"Here
comes the ambulance," Andy said.


A
crowd had gathered by the time the ambulance arrived with sirens blaring.  Two
EMTs jumped out and ran over.


"Oh,
no!  It's Max Dugan!"


They
put an oxygen mask on Max and started an IV.  They wrapped a brace around his
neck and slid a back splint under him.  Then they put him on a stretcher and
carried him to the ambulance.


"Who's
with him?" one EMT shouted.


"I
am," Floyd T. said.  


Floyd
T. turned to Andy and Ramon.  "Stay here with the driver till the cops
come."  He then turned to Norbert.  The small boy was pale from head to
foot.


"Come
with me, son."


They
followed Max to the ambulance and climbed in the back with him.  They sat on
the side bench for the short drive downtown to the hospital.  


"His
mother works at the hospital," Floyd T. said to the EMTs.






Kate
Dugan was standing at the Labor & Delivery desk when she got the call.  She
dropped the phone and ran the length of the hospital to the ER.  She opened the
back doors to the ambulance before it had come to a complete stop.


"Max!"
she screamed.


The
EMTs lifted her unconscious son out.  Kate stood on the gurney's foot rail and stuck
her stethoscope on Max's chest and listened to his heart as they rolled him
into the ER and back into an examining room.  







Double
doors shut on Floyd T. and Norbert.  


"We
gotta wait out here, son."   


Norbert
stood motionless with his eyes closed.  Floyd T. tugged on his arm, but the
pale boy didn't budge.  Instead, he touched his forehead and said softly,
"Father, I am at the emergency room of the Austin General Hospital in downtown.  Max has been hurt.  Please come."  Then he turned, walked to the
chairs along the wall, and sat.  He did not say a word until a small pale man
entered the ER.


"Father,"
Norbert said.


The
man came over.  Norbert told his father what had happened.  


"Max
risked his existence to preserve mine."


The
boy had an odd way of expressing himself.





I
didn't die or nothing.  The car had swerved just enough to avoid a direct hit,
but the glancing blow had knocked me to the ground.  I hit my head on the
concrete and was knocked unconscious.  I suffered a concussion, but not a
closed-head injury.  I did have to stay the night in the hospital for
observation.


"I'm
staying with you, Max," Mom said.  


Two
hours later, we were in my room:  Mom, Norbert, Mr. Nordstrom, and Floyd T.
Wires ran from me to machines that beeped.  Mom checked them every few
minutes.  I had a TV on the wall—with cable.  The local channels ran stories
about the accident.  The police arrested the texting driver and charged him with
felony stupidity.


"Who's
gonna stay with Scarlett and Maddy?" I asked.


Mom turned to Floyd T.  "Would you mind?"


"Oh,
Kate, I …"


"Please,
Floyd T."


Floyd
T. nodded.  "Yes, ma'am.  I'll watch over them."


"Thank
you.  I'll call Scarlett and let her know."  She turned to Norbert's
father.  "Nils, can Floyd T. ride home with you?"


"Yes.  Of course."


"Thank
you."  She turned back to me.  "Okay, Max, say good-night to
everyone.  You need to rest."


"Good-night,
Floyd T., Mr. Nordstrom."  


Floyd
T. came over and patted my head.  "You're a hero, Max.  Just like your
dad."


I
held my fist out to Norbert.  He gave me a fist-bump.  I could tell he wanted
to talk privately.


"Mom, can Norbert and I be alone, just for a minute."


"Sure,
honey."


They
stepped outside, and Norbert said, "Max, you saved my existence."


"But
you're not human."


"That
large vehicle would have terminated my existence just the same."  Norbert
touched my forehead.  "Thank you, Max."





"You're
a hero!"


When
 Mom and I walked in the back door the next morning, Scarlett greeted us with
the newspaper.  The big headline read "Hero!"  Scarlett hugged me
tightly and whispered in my ear, "Just like Dad."  When she released
me, she said, "Max, I love you."


Like
I said, she's perfect.


We
all went into the kitchen where we found Floyd T. cooking breakfast.  He was
wearing his red reading glasses, Mom's red apron, and yellow elbow-length
cleaning gloves.  He was holding a big spatula.


"I
found a box of these gloves under the sink," he said.  "I scrubbed my
hands, but after forty years on the streets, I figured better safe than
sorry."


"Smells
good," I said.


"Omelets
and banana nut muffins," Floyd T. said.  "I used to cook in Nam." 


Floyd
T. said he and Rex had slept on the kitchen floor—"The concrete made us
feel right at home"—and had awakened at dawn.  They had sat on the front
porch until the girls woke up because he liked to see the sunrise, then Scarlett
had gathered the ingredients for omelets and muffins.  When he finished
cooking, he served four plates then removed the apron and gloves and whistled
for Rex.


"Where
are you going?" Mom asked.


"Rex
and me, we're too dirty to eat at a table.  We'll eat outside."


"No,
you will not.  Sit."


Mom got up and served a plate for Floyd T. and one for Rex.  She put one plate on the table and
the other on the floor.  Floyd T. seemed embarrassed, but he sat.  When Mom issued orders, it was best to obey.


It
was good to be home.








 


 


twenty-three


By
the next week, everything had returned to normal—well, if you call normal
waiting for the Earth to be taken over by aliens and for you and your mother
and sisters to be turned into their slaves. 


But
I did play baseball.


Norbert
came over at seven that Saturday morning.  We ate breakfast then piled into the
Suburban and drove to the ball park.  I had missed the last game.  My team had
lost.  When I took the field, everyone applauded, I guess because I was still
alive after getting creamed by a car.  Or maybe because I had become the star
of the team.  But the fun of being the star had worn off … because I wasn't
the star.  Norbert was.  


Only
nobody knew it.  


I
made a running catch of a fly ball in the first inning with two outs and the
bases loaded.  Coach said I saved at least three runs from scoring.  In the
third inning I hit a double and drove in two runs.  We won 5-2. 


"Great
game, Max," Mom said.


"You
da man," Scarlett said.  "You and Norbert."


Maddy
gave me a sticky hug.  She had doused herself with a snow cone.


"Excellent
catch and hit," Norbert said.


"Thanks,"
I said without smiling.


"Let
us have hot dogs."


"Sure."



My
mom was talking to another mother—


"I
don't know what got into him, he started hitting the ball one game and …"


—so
Norbert and I walked ahead to the concession stand.


"Max,
are you not happy?  You cannot hit a home run every game."


"It's
not that.  A double's great.  It's just that … I didn't do it.  You
did."


"No,
Max.  I did not do anything."


"What
do you mean?"


"I
mean, I did not help you."


"You
didn't?"


"No."


"I
made that catch and got that hit on my own?"


"Yes."


"How?"


"Because
you now believe in yourself."





After
the game, Norbert and I sat on the deck of the playscape.  We were quiet
today.  So was Butch behind us—he didn't want Norbert's finger pointed his
way.  Mom came outside and went into the garage and pulled the big mower out.
She pulled the cord twenty times before the engine started.  She pushed the
mower through the thick grass twice before the engine suddenly stopped.  She
was red in the face and sweating.  She checked the gas then called over to me:
"Max, I've got to get some more gas.  Scarlett and Maddy are inside."


"Okay."


She
put the gas can in the back of the Suburban and drove off.  I wish she would
let me mow the grass.  I mean, the world's going to end soon anyway.  But, if I
couldn't mow, the next best thing would be … I turned to Norbert.


"Can
you move anything with your finger?"







Fifteen
minutes later, Kate Dugan turned the big Suburban into the driveway.  She heard
the sound of the mower in the backyard.


Max
was mowing!


She
cut the engine and got out.  She ran down the driveway to the backyard and—


She
froze.


Max
wasn't mowing.  The mower was mowing.  By itself.


The
big red mower rolled from one end of the yard to the other, turned, then rolled
back.  Without anyone pushing it.


She
now saw Max standing atop the playscape deck.  He waved to her.  Next to him
stood little Norbert.  His finger was pointing down at the mower.  He was
moving the mower with his finger.  


"Oh,
my gosh."


Max
slid down the slide and jogged over to her.  He gestured at the mower.


"Pretty
cool, huh?"


"How
… how is he doing that?"


"Alien."







"Is
it fun?" I asked.


The
grass was mowed, Mom had taken two ibuprofens, and Norbert and I were lying on
the playscape deck and gazing into the sky.


"Is
what fun?"


"Traveling
through space?"


"It
used to be, but now there is so much traffic."


"Really?
There's traffic in space?"


"Oh,
yes.  There are many life forms in the universe."


"Cool."



"Max,
we will be leaving soon."


"Leaving?
When?"


"Tonight."


"Norbert
…"  I didn't know what to say.  He was my best friend.  "So your
father's made his decision?"


"Yes.
He will inform our government upon our return."


"Dang—I
didn't get to see your spaceship."







"It's
smaller than I thought it'd be."


"We
are smaller than you think."


Norbert's
spaceship did not look like Han Solo's Millenium Falcon.  It looked like the
neighbor's mini-Cooper.  It was almost dark, and we were standing at the door
of the mini-storage unit on South Congress.  I expected something bigger for getting
around galaxies.


"Shall
we take a spin around the neighborhood?" Norbert said.


He
used a remote to open the doors.  We climbed in and sat side by side.  It was
tight but comfortable.  I felt the ship rise off the ground.  There were no
controls.


"How
do you steer this thing?"


"With
my thoughts."


"Think
fast."


Norbert
smiled.  "I enjoy going fast, too, but my father would not be pleased if I
wrecked our spaceship.  Our insurance premiums would skyrocket."


We
floated out of the storage unit and suddenly shot into the blue sky and hovered
above Austin. 


"Wow.
So where have you taken this baby?"


"Many
galaxies.  All of your planets, from Mars to Pluto."


"We
took the Suburban to Lubbock one summer."


Everything
suddenly became a blur and then we were hovering again.  I could see land and a
beach and an ocean.  It was still sunny there.


"Where
are we?"


"California.  That is the Pacific Ocean."


We
flew up the coast real fast—


"Canada."


—then
turned right.  The stars seemed so close.  And the moon.


"Next
stop, the East Coast," Norbert said.  "There is not much to look at in
between."


"You
sound like the lady across the street who moved from New York."


"Okay,
there are the faces in the mountain."


I
pointed.  "That's Mount Rushmore!  We read about that in school."


"And
  Chicago."


"That's
the Cubs Stadium!"


And
suddenly we were over the Statue of Liberty.  It was night now.  I noticed many
flashing lights darting past like shooting stars.  


"Other
visitors," Norbert said.


"They're
from outer space, too?"


"Oh,
yes, many life forms visit Earth.  It is much like humans visiting your zoos."


"At
least I got to see New York before Earth is taken over."


Norbert
nodded.  "I thought you might enjoy this."


"Can
we go to Boston?"


"We
are there."


We
hovered over Fenway Park, home of the Red Sox.  They were playing a game under
the lights. 


"My
dad used to go to baseball games here, with his dad.  He said he would take me one day."


"I
know."


"Norbert,
can I ask you something?  Personal."


"Of
course.  You are my best bro."


"When
your mother's existence was … well, you know … did you get real
angry?"


"No.
Our species is not given to displays of emotion."


"But
inside—were you mad inside?"


"Yes.
My mind was in great turmoil."


"How
did you get over being mad?"


"Time.
It has been fifty years now, so the anger has passed."


"Do
you still miss her?"


"Every
day."  He patted the side of his head.  "But she is always with
me."


"Let's
go home."







Norbert
and his father came over that night for a last dinner.  Mom made spaghetti and
bison meatballs, and we played Scrabble.  I had a hard time concentrating knowing
that A, I would never see Norbert again, and two, in a few months we would all be
slaves.  But I still ate dessert—pecan pie and vanilla ice cream.  I mean,
you're never too depressed for dessert.


After
dinner, we all said good-night.  While Mom and Mr. Nordstrom were talking,
Norbert pulled Scarlett aside.  


"Scarlett,
I do not think it would have worked with us.  First, I am much too old for
you.  And second, you are much too big for me."


She
laughed then bent down and kissed him on his forehead.


"I'll
never forget you, Norbert."







Mr.
Nordstrom said, "Max, would you like to walk us home?  So you may say
goodbye to Norbert."


"Sure."


I
walked outside with them and across the yard to their front porch.  I expected
Mr. Nordstrom to go inside but he didn't.  Instead, he sat on the front steps. 


"Please
sit, Max."


I
sat.


"Max,
why did you risk your own existence in order to preserve Norbert's?"


"You
mean, why did I save his life?"


"Yes."


"Because
he's my friend.  I didn't want him to get hurt."


"But
your existence could have been terminated."


"But
I care about him."


Mr.
Nordstrom nodded.  "And he cares about you."


He
stared for a moment at the stars in the black sky as if longing for home.  Then
he turned to me.


"Max,
are you crying?"


"Uh,
allergies."


He
nodded.


"Max,
you saved my son's existence.  And by so doing, you have saved your world.  For
now.  We will not conquer Earth and enslave Earthlings … at least not for
twenty of your years.  Then Norbert and I will return and see what humans have
done with their planet.  And what kind of man Max Dugan has become."


I
wiped my eyes.


"I'll
be a good man.  Like my father."


"I
know you will be.  


"I'm
going to miss you, Norbert."


"And
I shall miss you."  He smiled.  "I had an awesome time on Earth,
dude.  You taught me how to have fun, how to enjoy my existence, how to love."


Not
my sister again.


"You're
really coming back?"


"Yo,
dog.  I'll be back."


He
gave me a fist-bump and said, "CUATU, dude."


"What?"


"See
you around the universe."


"May
the force be with you."


"Max,"
Mr. Nordstrom said, "if there is ever anything I can do for you—"


"Well
…"





"Max,"
 Mom said, "what are we doing?"


I
had asked everyone to come with me to the Nordstrom's house.  We knocked on the
door.  Norbert answered and invited us in.  Mom looked around and said,
"Different."


"My
father is in the communications room."


We
followed Norbert into the room with the big TV screen.  His father was
speaking static to the machines.  When he saw Mom, he spoke to her in English.


"Ah,
Mrs. Dugan.  Please, sit down.  I almost have access."


"What
language was that?"


"Ours."


"Ours
who?"


We
all sat down on the couch.  Mom, Scarlett, Maddy, and me. 


"Mom," I said, "remember how Dad was supposed to call us that night on the video link?"


She
nodded.  "He never called."


"He
did."


"What?"


"He
called.  The call didn't come through to us, but it was recorded by the
government."


"NSA,"
Mr. Nordstrom said.


"Do
you work for the NSA?" Mom asked, kind of suspicious like.


Mr.
Nordstrom smiled.  "Not exactly."


"You're
saying …?"


"The
call was in the NSA's computers," Mr. Nordstrom said.


"And
you …?"


"Accessed
it."


Mom's face changed.  "You really are … from …?"  


She
pointed up.


"Yes,
Kate.  We really are."


Mr.
Nordstrom spoke again in his language, then the screen suddenly flashed to
life, first with static then clear.  Brown mountains.  Dirt.  A bleak
landscape.  Helicopters landing and taking off.  Soldiers.  An Army base.  In Afghanistan.  Mom suddenly gasped; her hands shot to her face.


"Daddy's
on TV!" Maddy screamed.  


She
ran to the screen, stood on a chair, and kissed his image.  Which filled the
screen.  We all stared at his face.  He was so handsome.  So manly.  So alive.
Scarlett stood and stepped over to the screen.  She reached her hand out slowly
and touched Dad's face.  Tears rolled down her cheeks.  Scarlett Dugan sat down
on the floor and finally had her big cry.  We were all crying now.


A
voice from off-screen:  "Captain Dugan!"


Dad
was in full battle gear.  He faced the camera and smiled.  Manly voices and the
WHUMP WHUMP WHUMP sound of helicopters filled the background.  Dad's voice was
loud.  I loved his voice.


"Kate,
Scarlett, Max, Maddy—I don't have much time.  We've got some guys in an ambush,
we've gotta go get them.  But I'll call you tomorrow night, okay?"


From
off-screen:  "Captain, the chopper's ready to lift off!"


"I
gotta go, guys."


He
turned to leave then turned back.  His face was different now. 


"Maddy,
you're my little doll, the sweetest person I know.


"Scarlett,
you're a beautiful young woman.  I'm so proud of you.


"Max,
I believe in you.  Believe in yourself.


"Kate
… I know it's tough, but you're tough.  You can make it.  You have to, for
them.  I'll always love you.  I'll always love all of you."


He
stared at the camera a long moment, then turned and jogged off.  The camera
turned and caught him running to a helicopter and jumping in.  The chopper
lifted off the ground and flew away into the blue sky.  








 


 


twenty-four


Norbert
and his father left that night.  I don't know when they left, but when I woke
the next morning they were gone.  I walked over into their backyard.  The
swings hung limp.  I peeked in the back windows.  The house was vacant, as if
they had never even been there.  


I
went back inside our house and found Mom having her morning coffee at the
kitchen table.  A stack of white envelopes sat in front of her.  Uh-oh.
Bills.  Mom stared at them like she had a mountain to climb then took a deep
breath and opened the first envelope.  She removed the papers and unfolded them
and stared at them.  But she didn't slump in her chair.  She sat up.  She
opened the second envelope and removed the bill.  She blinked hard then opened
the third … and the fourth … and the fifth … and all of them until
the bills covered the table.  


"They're
all marked 'PAID IN FULL.'  How?"


I
smiled now.  "Mr. Nordstrom, I bet.  They always had lots of cash."


"Did
they really print their own money?"


I
shrugged.  Mom's face looked like someone had taken a big weight off her head.         First
Dad last night, now her bills paid.  She would be better now.  We would all be
better now.      







Things
were better at school, too.  Vic disbanded his posse and spent most of his time
in the music room.  I no longer sought solace in food.  I got an 82 on my
fractions quiz.  I wasn't as mad now, and I'm seeing that therapist again.  And
I walked home each day.  


Like
that day.


I
strolled down South Congress and waved at everyone until I came to Floyd T. and
Rex sitting on the stoop outside Ramon's tattoo parlor.  Floyd T. had finished
the window.  The red paint looked good.


"Hi,
Floyd T."


"Max,
my boy, how's the world treating you today?"


"No
complaints."


"Good.
Sit down.  Something I want to talk to you about."


I
sat.


"What?"


Floyd
T. sniffed the air.  "Old Spice."


"You
want to talk about Old Spice?"


"You
using your dad's aftershave?"


"Yep.
But I'm not shaving yet."


Floyd
T. nodded.  "I like it.  Smells good on you."


"Thanks."


"Do
you like Rex?" 


"Sure."


"Good.
I want you to have him."


"But
he belongs to you."


"Rex
don't belong to no one, Max.  But he's a good dog, and he needs a good home.
And I'm … well, I'm homeless."


"But
Floyd T.…"


"You
show him the way to your school and he'll be waiting there each afternoon.
Those bullies won't bother you if Rex is around."


"They
don't bully me anymore.  Norbert took care of that.  And Rex belongs with you.
But I've got a better idea.  We only live a few blocks from here, and we need a
lot of work done on our house, stuff my dad was doing … anyway, maybe you
want to do that work and you and Rex could live in the man cave.  Then both of
you would have a home."


"A
cave?"


"Well,
it's not really a cave.  It's the garage apartment.  My dad called it our man
cave.  But it'd be a nice home for you and Rex."


"That's
your daddy's place."


"A
hero deserves a home.  He'd want you there."


"Been
a long time since I had a home."


"Might
be a nice change of pace."


"Max,
that's a mighty tempting offer, but I reckon you need to talk to your mom about
that."


"It
was her idea."      


"Really?"


"Yep.
We had a family discussion last night over dinner.  The vote was unanimous.  Course,
Maddy's going to want you to cook breakfast for her on weekends."


"I
like cooking."


"We
need a man around the house, Floyd T., and I'm just a kid.  And I want to be a
kid for a while longer."


Floyd
T. nodded.  "Thing is, Max, I've never been a man around anyone's house.
What's the man of the house do?"


"Fix
stuff."


"I
can fix stuff."


"I'll
introduce you to Mrs. Cushing down the street.  She's got a nice garden.  She's
a horticulturalist who likes old guys.  But you'd probably have to shave and
take a shower every day."


"I
could do that."


"And
brush your teeth and maybe get some of those whitening strips, like Mom uses."


"And
that."


I
stood.  "Let's go home, Floyd T."


He
stood and whistled to Rex.  We walked down Congress Avenue, me and Floyd T. and
his grocery cart.  And our dog.


"Floyd
T., do you like to play Scrabble?"








Coming soon


NECK & NECK


The Adventures of Max Dugan


- Book Two -


In
fourth grade, Max Dugan saved the world from aliens intent on taking over Earth
and humans for parts and labor.  Fifth grade would prove a bit more difficult.



And
a lot more dangerous.


Two
million Mexican free-tailed bats hang out under the Congress Avenue Bridge in Austin, Texas.  But Max Dugan discovers that something else is hanging out under
the bridge:  vampires.  And not the kind of vampires his older sister,
Scarlett, reads about in those silly teen romance novels.  These vampires are
real.  


And
they're not very nice.


Max
Dugan definitely has his work cut out for him this school year—vampires and
long division.


Learn more at www.markgimenez.com
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