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“Hmmmm. Unusual.”
“Uh, what?” I said.
“Unusual.”
“Yeah, uh, I heard that. What’s, like, unusual?” This Dr. Third dude was ticking me off. Here I was, the new kid in town, getting ready to start school at Aulmpitt Junior High, moved here by my psycho over-protective mother because I was about ready to be expelled, and he’s sticking his big bald head and hairy nose in my face and saying, “Unusual.”
“You have seen quite a bit with your young eyes, haven’t you, young man?” he said.
“Uh…I guess. Why?” I was starting to get a little weirded out by this eye doctor dork. What the heck? Who hasn’t seen a lot with their freaking eyeballs? All I saw was a bunch of weird Chinese or Japanese crap on the walls of his office.
“Hmmm…well anyway, Lenny, your prescription has changed a little. We are going to have to give you some stronger contacts than you are used to. These are some very special new lenses that are not available to most people. Okay?”
“Uh, yeah. I guess. So, uh, what’s so special about them?”
“Let’s just say only people with certain conditions can get them. So you might not want to tell all your friends at school, okay?”
“Uh, okay. It’s not like I have any friends here. We just moved here from Columbus.”
“Well, then we do not have to worry about anyone getting jealous of your special new set of eyes then, do we?” Dr. Third said, smiling like a big bald half-Japanese fat kid eyeballing a piece of chocolate cake.
“Yeah,” I mumbled.
“Here,” he said. “Take this out to Mrs. Condescending, my receptionist. She will get your new lenses for you. They might take a little getting used to, but I am sure an exceptional young man such as you will get the hang of them quickly enough.”
“Uh, exceptional? Right. Sure.”
“One more thing, Lenny. It may seem like your eyes are fighting with the new contacts at first, but eventually your body will be one with them. Eventually you will be seeing things you have never seen before.” He ripped the paper off his notepad, handed it to me, and I got the heck out of there. That geek was giving me the creeps.
As I was heading out I heard him say, “Be sure to stop back if you have any problems or concerns, Lenny. I’m here to help. And we’re also open until seven on Thursdays if you need to come in late.”
Mom kind of gave me a weird look when I came out into the lobby, like she could tell how weirded out I was, but she didn’t say anything. I just got my lenses and got the heck out of there.
On the way home I couldn’t wait to ditch my glasses, but Mom was being all paranoid about me trying to put contacts in my eyes in a moving car. She was all, “You’ll scratch your eyes and go blind. Then we’ll have to come up with the money to have eye surgery, and blah, blah, blah!”
When we got home, a crappy little dirty-white shoebox house we rented, I threw the old four eyes into the back of my dresser drawer and whipped out the new contacts. As soon as I got into the bathroom I popped ‘em in.
Blink.
Nothing weird. Things were a little blurry though. Nothing “special” like Dr. Third said.
Blink.
All the sudden, everything went all white, like I was in a blizzard. Then it cleared up in the mirror and I freaked. Dude, I didn’t even think about it. I just punched as hard as I could. The mirror crunched. My knuckles were cut up and bleeding. My heart was going psycho. But at least I didn’t see my stupid freaking Dad’s face in the spider web cracked mirror anymore.
Faster than you can say holy crap, I fished those stupid contacts out of my eyes and got out of that bathroom.
“Lenny! What are you doing up so early? Don’t you need to get your rest for your first day at your new school?”
“I don’t know,” I grumbled. “Just woke up and couldn’t fall back asleep I guess.” Mom was getting up to make coffee and start looking for jobs in the newspaper, and, as usual, she could tell right away that something was wrong. So instantly she was trying to pry something out of me. She never seems to get it that I don’t always want to talk about how I feel.
“Did you have another one of those nightmares?”
“No,” I lied. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that, in my dream, Dad was living with us again—as drunk and stupid as usual. Right before I woke up he was hitting me and Mom again.
“You sure there’s nothing wrong, honey?”
“Nah. I’m going back to bed for a while.”
“Good. You’ve got a big day today. You want to get off on the right foot at your new school.”
“I know.” I didn’t really want to get more sleep, but I wanted to be by myself. Especially after that stupid dream.
So I flopped on my bed and put my headphones on like I always do. Music helps drown out my brain when it won’t shut up. Only, the first song that came up on the disc mix I had in my CD player was “Pet Cemetery” by the Ramones. Any other time that song would’ve been great, but that stupid dream was still hanging around and weirding me out. I started thinking about how, when I’m awake, Dad’s dead and buried—at least as far as I’m concerned—but when I’m asleep he’s like one of those stupid dogs that was buried in that Stephen King book. He keeps coming back like a freaking zombie to torture me. Loser.
So I just skipped to the next song and rocked out to some Black Flag. There’s something about Rollins’ screaming that makes me feel tougher. It always helps me get psyched to do something I’m nervous about…like starting at a new school.
Right before I left for school, I put my new contacts in. I was a little nervous after what happened before, but I knew Mom would kill me if she spent all that money and I didn’t use ‘em. At first nothing weird happened, but when I walked out of the bathroom, everything went white again.
“Shit!” I said, grabbing the wall to keep from falling over.
“LEONARD MATTHEW LUSENDT!” she screamed from her bedroom. “Did I just hear you say the S word?”
“Uhhhh…yeah. But I got lightheaded and felt like I was gonna pass out!”
“Lenny! That’s no excuse!”
“What do you want me to say when I almost pass out? Gee golly gosh darn shucks?”
That one got her out of the bedroom. She dropped that can of hairspray and was ready to open up a can of whoop-ass.
“That’s not the point, Lenny! What if you slip up and cuss at school? I don’t want you getting in trouble at your new school.”
“MOTHER! God! Like I’m that much of a retard to cuss at school!”
“You need to stop using that word too!”
“What? School?”
“NO! Retard! That’s very offensive!”
“Oh give me a freaking break! Retard is offensive? To who?”
“People who are retarded, people who have a relative that’s retarded…”
“Alright! God! I still think it’s ret—stupid.”
“See! You’ve got yourself into such a habit with this language…you’re going to get yourself in trouble with that mouth of yours someday! Don’t come looking to—”
“I know, I know! Don’t come looking to you to bail my butt out of trouble. Blah, blah, blah!”
“Lenny,” she said while delivering the old Parent-Guilt-Trip sigh. “I just don’t want us to screw this up…this new start. I want it to be better here…okay?”
“Yes, Mother.”
“Can you at least try to use some other words?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know…make up some new words…or use ‘crap’ and ‘darn’…stuff like that.”
“Whatever.”
“That’s another one!”
“Jesus!”
“And another one!”
Before I went inside for my first big day of school in Aulmpitt, Ohio, I just kinda stood there. What was I so nervous about? It was just another stupid brick building like all the rest of them. A tiny red shoebox-size school compared to my old one. But some neighbor kid named Timmy Rundt told me when I was out skateboarding the day before that the kids here were preps…preps with lots of money. He said skaters got picked on and stuff. Great. Just what I needed.
On the way into the building, my eyes were burning a little from my new contacts. I wanted to get to a bathroom to rinse the stupid things out, but I went to the office like a good little boy on his first day in a new school. The secretaries made me go meet the principal right away. I was thinking, Great! My old school called and warned them about me.
“Good morning, Lenny,” the principal sighed, standing in front of his big desk, acting like he was trying to care who I was. There were all these old-fashioned paintings on the wall of little kids crying on benches outside the principal’s office. “I’m Mr. [wheeze] Less. Welcome to Aulmpitt Junior High.” He was, like, a little short bald dude wearing this big, stiff suit with shoulder pads in the jacket. It looked like he was treading water inside it.
Then I noticed something really weird. When he turned to sit down behind his desk, he got real flat from the side, like he was one of those life-size cardboard cutouts at movie stores. I started freaking out, thinking I was losing my mind. Was I going crazy? No, no, calm down, Lenny, you dork! You’re just tired and half-awake. See, he sat down and he’s looking right at you. He’s totally normal. Just take a deep breath.
Okay, just breathe PERIOD, you idiot! Passing out on the first day at a new school is bad!
While I was busy trying to get my heart to slow down, I just kind of sat there, pretending to pay attention, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans and saying, “Uh-huh” and “Yeah” anytime it seemed like I was supposed to say something. I don’t remember what all he said. I think he was babbling about the school rules or something.
I jumped like five feet out of my chair when the door opened and Mr. Less stood up (of course he had to turn sideways so I could see him go all 2D) and said, “Lenny, this [wheeze] is Biff Beefhead. He’s one of our office helpers. He’ll help you [wheeze] learn your way around today.”
This Biff dude was a total prep. Old Navy golf shirt, Tommy jeans, and no neck. It was like his big studboy head was sitting on top of a tree trunk made out of muscle. His hair had, like, a million gallons of gel in it. I could freaking see my reflection in it! And his skin was shiny too—almost like it was made of plastic.
So much for just being half-awake and only seeing things. Looking at this Biff jerk sealed the deal. I was seriously losing it. Snapping like a worn out guitar string.
Still, I stood up on my scrawny, shaky legs and followed Beefhead, trying not to panic. The only thing that helped me calm down a little was watching his head go up and down like a bobblehead doll every time a chick walked by. It took everything I had not to start doing the Nervous-Hysterical-Laugh maneuver.
And the scene in the hallway was even worse. Everywhere I looked there were all of these look-alike Abercrombie zombies with their Old Navy friends and Aeropostale girlfriends--and their faces were shiny too. Like they were Barbie and Ken dolls or something. I was gawking like a tool, but it was pretty damn hard not to. That’s when I started to think that maybe everything I was seeing was from my new contacts. Maybe that’s why everybody looked all shiny. Still, that didn’t explain why all the kids except Biff Beefhead looked exactly alike. And that was why I was stressing. To try to mellow out, I kept reminding myself what Dr. Third said about those stupid contacts taking a while to get used to. It didn’t work.
Beefhead swiveled his big linebacker body around and said, “So, you play any sports? Football? Basketball?”
After I finally ripped my eyes off the Kens and Barbies going by I said, “Uh…sports? No.”
“So…you don’t play any sports? None at all?”
“Nope.” Oh crap. Don’t piss off the big buff jock dude.
“So…what do you do then?”
“I skate.”
“What, like, ice skate? So you play hockey! Aw, man! Why didn’t you say so? Hockey’s cool!”
“No,” I said, blushing, looking down at my Chuck Taylors and clearing my throat. “Skateboard.”
“Oh,” he said, looking like someone let the air out of his big balloon head. “So…skateboarding, that’s cool. Anything else?”
“Guitar.”
“Oh.”
He didn’t say much after that.
“Lenny,” Biff said. “This is our homeroom teacher, Mr. Kneeandurthall.”
All I could do was stand there with my mouth hanging open like an airport for flies.
“You sit down, new student! And shut mouth!”
Dude, he was a freaking caveman. His forehead looked like a ski slope, with a big old snake-shaped uni-brow above his crazy eyes. I figured he must’ve been the gym teacher because he was wearing shorts and a t-shirt. His muscles were sticking out so much that it looked like somebody painted his clothes on. And the way that he said stuff was brutal too. Like his jockstrap was pinching his privates or something.
Even after I sat down, I kept looking around to see if the other kids saw what I saw. How the heck could they not be crapping their pants when there was a caveman in the room? A caveman that smelled like Icy Hot mixed with three million year-old dude sweat. But they acted like it was normal. Something had to be screwed up with those contacts. Nobody looks like that!
When Mr. Less came over the PA for the morning announcements, it got as quiet as a funeral. Everybody was probably scared of that big old splintery wood caveman club behind Kneeandurthall’s desk. Then some moron nerd was dumb enough to try and ask the kid in front of him for a pencil.
“SMITH! You going shut mouth or me need shut it for you?”
“Uhh…” Smith gulped. “I-I-I was just asking Mark for a p-pencil, Mr. Kneeandurthall.” That kid’s knees were knocking, man. I could see ‘em under his desk. And his eyes were bugging out even worse than his coke bottle glasses made them look before.
“MR. KNEEANDURTHALL? Me COACH Kneeandurthall. Me guess me need give you detention for talking…AND no pencil! That teach you!” He grabbed a big wad of detention slips and slammed them down on his desk so hard that everybody in the whole room jumped. It took him, like, a million years to fill the stupid detention out. His hand, which was about the size of a basketball, scraped the pen across the paper real slow. He looked like a little kid holding one of those big, thick pencils that they use in kindergarten. Sweat was dripping off his ski slope forehead by the time he was done and his face cracked a goofy smile—like he just did something real amazing that no one else could do.
“SMITH! You come here! You sign detention NOW!” he said, slamming his big meat hook down on the paper.
Poor Smith walked back there, looking at the ground and blushing as red as a stop sign. Kneeandurthall shoved the paper toward him and glared at him from under his uni-brow. I watched out of the corner of my eye and I could see Smith’s hands were shaking. Heck, I was just watching and I could feel my armpits getting drippy. I wanted to tell Encino Man to mellow out before he gave the poor little geek a heart attack, but I just slid down in my seat.
Right when poor Smith was crossing the T in his last name, old Kneeandurthall had to bark at him one last time. “Maybe THAT teach you! You bring pencil tomorrow! And NO talk!”
Smith’s pen panicked and went all over the paper, making squiggly lines that looked like cracks in a window. Luckily Kneeandurthall didn’t notice. He just swiped the paper up, ripped it in half, and shoved one half into his six-foot pile of other detentions. “BAH! Sit down! Me do basketball plays!”
Smith picked up his half of the detention with his shaky hand and walked real slow back to his desk. All the other kids, even Biff, looked straight ahead like they might be next. I knew I was seriously screwed if the other teachers in Aulmpitt were like this guy.
At lunchtime I still was feeling pretty much in shock from all of the psycho crap I was seeing, but I followed old Beefhead to the cafeteria for my first lunch at the Aulmpitt Junior High Roadkill Café. I was seriously hoping that getting some food in my stomach would make this stuff I was seeing sorta chill out a little bit. After I got my tray of steaming hot mystery meat just scraped off of I-71, I started looking around for a table.
“Hey, dude!” Sure enough, it was little Timmy Rundt, the skater I talked to by my house when we first moved in. “Wanna sit with us, man?” he squeaked.
“Uh, yeah, man. Sure,” I said. He had a trendy punk band’s shirt on, but sometimes a new kid has to lower his standards—otherwise it can get pretty lonely. There was no freaking way I was gonna tell Jake and Cody from back home in Columbus about it though. They’d beat my butt for selling out like that.
I was kind of afraid to look at Timmy since my contacts had been acting all freaky, but I did anyway. I squinted, looking for weird crap as hard as I could without looking like I was gonna ask him out or something, but he looked completely normal.
During lunch I kept real quiet while they were yakking with each other. They probably just thought I was nervous because I was new. But really I was a little weirded out because I was finally seeing some people who weren’t freaky.
But that didn’t last long, because right when I looked up to say something, I saw this teacher going through the cafeteria. It was more like she was gliding sideways instead of walking, but still going mostly straight. Kind of like a dog that runs crooked. She had shiny green scales on her face and a snake tongue sliding in and out of her mouth! I couldn’t see a tail or anything (she had a dress on) but I swear I heard a rattle when she went by. Chills went up my spine and my lunch tried to climb back up my throat.
“Who the heck is that?” I said, trying not to shake while I pointed at her.
“Who? Oh, her?” Timmy Rundt said.
“Yeah, that teacher there.”
“Oh, that’s just Mrs. Sidewinder. She teaches Language Arts.”
“I heard she’s mean,” another skater at the table said.
“Yeah, I heard that too,” Timmy said. “Glad I don’t have her!”
Okay, so they couldn’t stand this Sidewinder lady. Big deal. There was no way they were seeing a freaking snake lady or they would have been wigging out like I was. And it’s not like I could ask them if they were.
“Wish I could say that!” said a chubby, freckly kid with brown hair and a Misfits shirt. At least somebody at this school had good taste in music. That made me feel a little better.
“Aw, man! You got stuck with Sidewinder?” Timmy squeaked. “Dude, I got Mr. Inscents. He’s kinda stuck in the 60’s but at least he’s not a bitch like Sidewinder.”
“Who’d you get, new kid?” the Misfits dude asked.
“Uh, lemme look at my schedule,” I said. “I haven’t had that class yet.” I freaked when I didn’t feel my schedule in my back pocket, then I remembered I shoved it in my front pocket before lunch. “Uh, Miss Pa--”
“Dude! You got Miss Pariah?” Timmy squeaked. “You suck!”
“Uh…okay. Why?” I asked.
“Miss Pariah is, like, the coolest teacher in the school!”
“A cool teacher?” I said. “They let you guys do drugs at this school?”
“No, dude,” he laughed. “Miss Pariah does cool stuff in her class. I heard she plays rock and stuff. Plus she runs the talent show.”
Misfits kid said, “Yeah, she plays rock. But it’s probably, like, old geezer crap like Elvis or something.”
“No, Mike,” Timmy said. “I heard it’s mostly new stuff. And heavy music!”
“What?” Mike the Misfits kid said, his spork full of roadkill hanging under his mouth. “I bet! Like some teacher’s gonna have good taste in music? They probably all listen to, like, country and polka…or ELVIS!”
That’s when I had to speak up. I was as nervous as a hooker in church with all the freak show b.s. I was seeing, but this kid obviously didn’t have a clue. It was time for the Educate-the-Rock-Blasphemer maneuver. So, I stood up and said, “Dude, don’t be dissin’ Elvis. Who do you think Danzig stole his stuff from when he sang in the Misfits? And who do you think all these Emo and Screamo dudes are stealing their look from? Danzig, that’s who!”
All the skaters at the table started saying, “Ooh! Burn!” and ragging on that Mike kid. His fat freckly face turned all red. Right away I was hoping that I didn’t manage to tick somebody off already. It wasn’t like I had any other friends in this place.
But he said, “This new kid actually knows his music. I was just trying to see if he was a poser or not.”
“YEAH RIGHT!” Timmy and the others said.
At least I knew I had some people to hang with at Aulmpitt. I think they started respecting me after that. Mike even stopped me before I left for my next class.
“Hey, man…what’s your name again?”
“Lenny.”
“Lenny, you wanna, like, hang out and skate with us after school?”
“Sure, man. Where at?”
“You know where Taylor Park is?”
“Uh, no, dude. I’ll be lucky if I can figure out where my own house is.”
“Tell you what, I have detention after school, can you wait for me?”
“Aww, man…I would, but my mom’s picking me up.”
“That’s cool. Tell you what, my little sister Pauline’s gonna be waiting for me in the front lobby. I’ll give her some directions for ya.”
“Sweet!” I said. Then, when Mike was walking away, I realized something that was slightly important. “Dude! Wait! What’s your sister look like?”
“Trust me, you can’t miss her. Just look for neon pink pigtails,” he yelled as he starting sprinting away to his next class.
“Okay!” I yelled back, picturing a lobby full of girls with pink pigtails and idiot me going around asking, “You Pauline?”
[SLAP]
“Ouch! How about you?”
[SUCKERPUNCH]
“Sooo, that’s a no, right?”
After lunch, I managed to ditch Biff Beefhead. I saw him looking around for me but I skated out of there and found my next class on my own. It’s not like the school was huge or anything.
My Language Arts teacher, Miss Pariah, was all right, but I didn’t see what the big deal was. Those dork at lunch acted like she was, like, Henry Rollins teaching junior high or something.
“Lenny,” she said. “We’re kind of in the middle of a project, so why don’t you just look over this handout about my class rules and procedures.”
I kinda half pretended to read it while I scoped her and the class out. She was skinny with short spiky brown hair and she had weird clothes on—for a teacher anyway. Most lady teachers wear those gay half-bib overhauls/half-dress things. But Pariah had a black shirt and matching jeans on. She was almost Goth, dude! And I could’ve swore that she had an eyebrow ring too. She was kinda hot and it was a relief that she wasn’t something out of some acid trip like my other teachers.
Finally, after the rest of my boring classes (I’ll fill you in on those freaks later), the last bell rang and I was ready to get the hell out of there and hit my board. All I had to do was find Mike’s sister, Pauline, so I knew where to hook up with the other Aulmpitt rejects. How hard could that be?
Luckily Pauline wasn’t hard to find at all. She was standing off in the corner of the crowded lobby, between the two sets of glass doors, holding her books like she was hugging her teddy bear. There were tons of kids waiting on rides there but, dude, you could’ve seen those pigtails from freaking Mars! Mike wasn’t kidding when he said neon pink.
I could tell right away that she was a 7th grader. She was still wearing those goofy little kid clothes like elementary kids wear. You know, the cutesy shirts with the puffy cartoon characters on ‘em and stuff. And, the biggest giveaway, she was all looking through me and crap when I walked up to her.
“Hey, uh, your name Pauline?” I asked.
Nothing.
“Hey,” I said while waving my hand in front of her face. “I said, are you Pauline? Mike’s sister?”
Finally, she kind of at least half-stared at/through me when she heard Mike’s name.
“Earth to pink pigtail girl! Hello! Are you Mike’s sister Pauline?”
“My name is Pauline. I live in a tree,” she said in this weird, sleepwalker voice.
“Uh, right. A tree, huh? Mike didn’t say anything about that. Can you tell me how to get to your tree? I’m supposed to skate with Mike after he gets out of detention.”
“53rd and 3rd were walking down the street,” she said.
“Okay…so, where were they going?” I said, thinking Mike’s got some serious fruit hanging in the family tree. I was starting to lose my temper, but I thought playing along might help me get my info.
“They’re going to be white minorities with large casual teas,” she sighed, looking through me at the ceiling.
Now I was getting pissed. My face started turning redder than a baboon’s butt. I could tell people in the lobby were staring, pointing, and laughing at me.
Did this Mike dude set me up? Let’s mess with the new kid. We’ll act like we want to hang out and skate, then we’ll make him look like a moron. Ha ha! Won’t that be fun? We can peek out from behind the detention room door and watch him make an idiot out of himself. No freaking way, new kid or not, was I going to take that crap though.
“Yeah, whatever!” I said, slamming my hands on the glass door’s black metal bar and walking out. Dude, I was so pissed I hoped the door swung back and hit that little psycho in the face.
And her big brother Mike was getting a butt kicking in the morning!
By the time I got home my temper was cooled down and I was starving. But then I saw that Mom’s car wasn’t in the driveway and I sorta freaked a little bit. My heart started pounding in my chest like a drummer on speed and my hands got all shaky. I sprinted up to the door, slammed my key into the keyhole, and about ripped the doorknob off. All I could think was, Where is she? She didn’t tell me she was going anywhere today! What if she got into an accident…and died?
Luckily she left a note on the kitchen counter, taped to a can of gourmet dollar store ravioli. Here’s what the note said:
Lenny,
I know you probably forgot, but I won’t be home from my job interview at Smith’s Hardware until about 5:00. So stop worrying! And DO NOT call Smith’s looking for me! They will never hire me if you call me like you used to do at my old job!
Here’s a snack to tide you over until supper.
Hope your 1st day of school went OK.
Love,
Mom
Man did I feel like a moron! After I sat down and took, like, a bazillion deep breaths and waited for my hands to stop shaking, I nuked my ravioli and sat down in front of the computer to see if I could catch my old buddies back in Columbus, Cody and Jake, online.
As soon as I logged into the SK8R chatroom, I saw Cody’s avatar, a skull with flames burning in its eyeholes, so we chatted for a while about Aulmpitt and how much it sucked. Jake joined in at the last minute, right before Mom got home. Of course, hanging out with those two and getting into buttloads of trouble is why we had to move, so I logged off and jumped into bed. When she came into my room to check on me, I was feeling so homesick for Columbus that I just pretended to be asleep so she’d leave me alone.
The next day, as soon as Mom dumped me off at school, I got nervous. For one thing, I was ticked because I had nightmares about Dad again. Plus, I didn’t want to see any more freaky crap like I did the day before. On top of that, even though I wanted to kick Mike’s butt, I get really shaky when it comes to fights.
Sure enough, as soon as I sat down in the gym full of plastic, shiny Kens and Barbies (how do you get used to seeing crap like that?) to wait for the homeroom bell, old buttboy Mike had to come over.
“Lenny, what’s up?” he said, all innocent and everything. I just glared at him. “Dude, we waited for you for, like, two hours and you didn’t show up. Didn’t you get the directions from Pauline?”
I was about ready to pop. Instead of answering him though, I kept looking around to see where his idiot buddies were. All I saw were Kens and Barbies.
“Dude, are you on something?” he said, trying to get me to look him in the eye.
Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. “ME on something? What the hell about YOU?” I screamed.
“Me?” he said, pointing to himself. “What did I do?”
“Oh, yeah. That’s it!” I screamed into his fat face. “Just play stupid. It’s all part of your Make-a-Fool-Out-of-the-New-Guy routine, isn’t it?”
“Dude, I don’t know what you’re talking about—”
“Yeah right! You freaking used your psycho sister to make a fool out of me. What do you call that?” I said, pointing one of my shaky fingers at him.
“You calling my sister psycho?” he said, puffing his chest out.
Right then, Timmy Rundt popped up out of nowhere and pushed in between us.
“Guys! Guys! What the heck’s going on?” he squeaked, putting his hands on our chests and pushing us apart. The little fart was stronger than he looked.
“I’ll tell ya what’s going on!” Mike said, trying to knock Timmy’s hand away. “The new kid’s about ready to get his ass kicked!”
“Whoah, whoah!” Timmy said, still pushing apart. “You guys, any second now a teacher’s gonna come over here and both of you will be in trouble.”
“He should’ve thought about that before he made fun of Pauline,” Mike growled.
“Made fun of her?” I barked. “YOU told her to babble like an idiot when I was trying to ask for your stupid address!”
“Ohhhh!” Timmy said, looking like a light bulb just came on over his head. “You don’t know about Pauline, do you?”
“Know what?” I said, waiting for them to give me some lame story to bail their rear ends out.
“Mike?” Tim said, looking up at him. “You want to fill the new kid in about your sister?”
“Oh…crap! I didn’t…I guess I should’ve told you about Pauline’s problem yesterday,” he admitted, looking away and starting to unclench his fists and un-puff his chest.
“So, uh, what’s the deal?” I asked, backing down.
“Well, it’s kind of a long story. Sit down and—”
Just then the homeroom bell rang. The Ken and Barbie herd started oozing toward the door so we had to go with the flow. I had to squint because of the glare from the gym lights off of their plastic heads. So much for my eyes getting used to my contacts.
“How much time do we have before homeroom starts?” I asked, not wanting to take a chance on being late to Kneeandurthall’s room.
“Three minutes,” Timmy squeaked.
“Crap,” Mike said. “Look, dude, this is sorta my fault. Can we talk at lunch?”
“Yeah, sure,” I said.
“Cool, man,” Mike said, adjusting his book bag strap and looking relieved. “We’ll talk then. Oh, Lenny?”
“Yeah?”
“Sorry about almost kicking your butt.”
“No problem, man,” I lied. I didn’t know what his lame excuse was yet, but he seemed like he was really sorry so I was going to play along—at least for a little while. “But Mike?”
“Yeah, man,” he said, stopping before heading to his locker.
“It was your butt that was almost kicked.”
The first half of my second day in Aulmpitt went slower than Mr. Kneeandurthall trying to count to seven.
Speaking of my caveman homeroom teacher, he was in a great mood—again. I kept watching to see if the other kids were seeing a psycho Fred Flintstone wannabe, but when they all kept talking on top of the morning announcements I knew it was just me.
“BAH! You sit down. No talk! Listen to speaker thing! NOW!”
SLAM!
I closed my eyes and ducked so the splinters flying off Kneeandurthall’s wood club didn’t put my eyes out. When I opened one eye to see if it was safe, everybody else was just staring down at their desks to stay out of trouble.
*
Thankfully Timmy Rundt was in my first period class. Having one normal looking dude in the middle of all the Kens and Barbies was kind of a relief.
Mr. Havock, my American History teacher, was an old dude wearing 70’s polyester clothes and gold disco chains. He had a little tiny head on a big fat body—like somebody from that old movie Beetlejuice. My eyes about popped out of my head when I saw him. And he creeped me out even worse when he started talking.
“Okay, class. Settle down now,” he said in a helium balloon voice. “Time to take notes, everyone.” I got my notebook open and ready to go. Nobody else acted like Mr. Havock was even in the room, let alone like they were seeing what I was seeing. “Now, class! Please stop hurling those spit wad cannonballs. You, over there. What’s your name?”
“God, Mr. Havock,” Timmy squeaked. “The year’s almost over and you don’t know my name? It’s Ralph. Ralph Upchunks.”
“Ralph, please stop crawling on all fours and sniffing your classmates’ ankles. And don’t lick their ankles either!”
**
By second period (gym class with good old Mr. Kneeandurthall) I was starting to get sorta used to all the weirdness. I even was able to relax and laugh at a preppie Barbie doll.
“Buffy! You do jumping jack,” Mr. K screamed. “NOW!”
“How many, Mr. Kneeandurthall?”
“Detention, Buffy. NO TALK! JUMP!”
“But I just wanted to know how many--”
“Double detention! NO TALK! JUMP!”
Okay, so I was hiding my face so I didn’t get butt splinters from getting whacked by Kneeandurthall’s club, but I was still laughing.
***
Third period was even weirder: Math class with Mrs. Patra. Dude, she was a freaking mummy with dirty, crusty bandages half falling off! While she was teaching she used a pointer that looked like a snake wrapped around a stick. Her voice sounded like sandpaper scraping across wood.
Of course, I was the only one who seemed to notice that she was, like, a gazillion-year-old Egyptian. Luckily, she was real nice. Boring, but nice. She just made us do a crap-load of problems on these worksheets that were on crumbly yellowish-brown paper. I suck at math, so I was just staring down and pretending to think.
“Lenny,” she whispered, pointing at me with her mummy hand. A black beetle popped out of her shoulder bandages, ran down to sit on the tip of her finger, and stared at me. “Are you in need of assistance?”
I was about to drop a biscuit in my tighty-whities, dude! Me and bugs don’t get along too good. Thankfully the lunch bell rang and I sprinted out of there. Nobody else in the class gave me any competition getting out the door. I didn’t care. All I could think about was getting far away from that big beetle. Plus, it was finally time to meet up with Mike to get the scoop on Pauline.
After standing in line (with my knees still knocking from Mrs. Patra’s class) and paying for my nasty lunch, I sat down with Mike and his posse. Right away, he asked me to go sit at a table alone with him so we could talk.
“Dude, Lenny, I’m real sorry about this morning. I’m not usually all ready to throw down and stuff,” he said, blushing and staring at his food.
“Hey, man, that’s alright,” I lied.
“No, it’s not cool,” he said. “I guess I should’ve told you about Paulie, but, I don’t know…it’s kinda like, I don’t know, when your friend’s parents are taking you home and you forget that they don’t know the way to your house…you know?”
“Uh, no,” I said while wondering how I was going to eat my lunch without bringing it right back up.
“Well, like when you forget to tell them to turn and stuff…’cause you’re so used to riding with someone who knows how to get there?”
“Oh, yeah, I get ya,” I said, finally understanding what he was trying to say. Maybe he really wasn’t trying to make a fool out of me. “So, what is the deal with your sister then?”
“It’s uh, kinda hard to explain,” he said. “The school shrink says that Pauline might be kinda autistic…but they’re not real sure.”
“Not sure?” I asked. “What the heck? Aren’t shrinks supposed to know that kind of crap?”
“I guess, but the school shrink says that she doesn’t, like, totally act like a kid with autism. Kinda more like a kid with Asberger’s, but not quite that either.”
“What the heck is Asberger’s?” I asked. Heck, I didn’t know. It sounded like she was crapping Big Macs.
“You seen Rain Man?”
“Yeah, long time ago.”
“Well, I guess it’s something like that. Kind of like they’re on another planet, but still smart in a weird way. I guess they usually won’t look people in the eye, too.”
“So, can your sister count toothpicks like Rain Man?” I asked, smiling and hoping he knew I was messing with him.
“No, man,” he laughed. “Paulie…she just kind of looks through people sometimes…but other times she’s a little more with it,” he said. “That’s why they think she might have Asberger’s. Kids with that don’t act as goofy as autistic ones do.”
“Yeah, she kinda was doing that, looking through me, yesterday. And she wouldn’t answer my questions. It was like she was saying stuff that made sense to her, but she wasn’t…I don’t know.”
“I know what you mean, man. She does that a lot. So, we cool? No hard feelings?” he asked, looking like he was relieved to have the talk over with.
“Yeah. We’re cool. I’m sorry I was all paranoid and crap.”
“Hey, it’s not easy being the new kid---especially in this hole. You wanna skate with us tonight after I get out of detention?”
“Sure, man,” I said, trying not to sound too desperate. “You have detention again?”
“Yeah. They’re close to naming the detention room after me. This time,” he said with a smile. “I’ll write the directions down for ya. Wouldn’t want Pauline to get you lost.”
I wasn’t sure whether it was okay to laugh at first. I mean, if I was him, I wouldn’t want some dork laughing at my sister, but he was so I laughed too. But I still had one more question. “Mike?”
“Yeah?”
“Before we head back over to the table with the other guys, can I ask you one last question?”
“Sure man. What is it?”
“What exactly is this crap on my tray?”
“They call it Johnny Marzettie, but we call it Abortion on a Plate.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling even queasier. “I think I’ll just get some Ho-Ho’s.”
“Smart man! Smart man!” he laughed as we went back to the skater table.
After an afternoon of classes with Miss Pariah (the only normal-looking teacher I had), Mr. Romeo (for Science—I’ll fill you in on that loser later) and study hall at the end of the day, I was freaking ready to do some serious skating!
I made it to Mike’s house easy enough. We busted tail out to the park and skated our brains out. Man, did it feel good to just ‘board and act stupid with some friends…even if they were new friends. After we wore ourselves out, we sat on the curb at Taylor Park to talk.
“Hey, Mike,” I said.
“Yeah, man?” he answered.
“Where’d you get that Circle Jerks shirt at? I didn’t think anybody even knew who they were anymore.”
“Dude! My dad let me get it on E-bay. I had to beg and sell my soul for it, but it rocks.”
“Yeah, I love their tunes. I mean, their guitar player wasn’t as good as Greg Ginn was, but they still rock,” I babbled.
“Yeah, Ginn was pretty badass, wasn’t he?” Timmy piped in.
“Tim, you wouldn’t know a good guitar player if he shoved his headstock up your ass and played a guitar solo!” Mike laughed.
“Hey, man!” Timmy squeaked. “Just because I’m a drummer doesn’t mean I don’t know good music.”
Mike rolled his eyes and said, “Dude, they should make all drummers wear freakin’ handicapped signs around their necks…and little buckets to catch the drool running out of their mouths.”
“Ha ha, jackass!” Timmy squeaked sarcastically. “So, Lenny, you play anything man?”
This was too good to be true! “No way! You guys play? I play guitar.”
“Sweet!” Mike said. “Timmy and I have a band—sort of. I play bass and, well, obviously monkey boy over there plays drums. What kind of guitar do you have?”
“All I have is a piece of crap Les Paul copy with an old Crate amp, but it gets the job done.”
“Yeah, our stuff is beat up and crappy too, but we’re not rich like the preps are,” Mike said. “Timmy just beats on his mommy’s pots and pans instead of a drum kit.”
“Shut up, butthole! I have real drums. Don’t listen to him!” Timmy squeaked.
“We should jam this weekend,” I said, hoping I wasn’t getting ahead of myself.
“Sweet, dude!” Mike said. “We gotta get ready for the talent show anyway.”
“What?” Timmy half screeched. “We’re playing at the talent show this year? Since when?”
“Since we got a guitar player, idiot!” Mike said, pointing to me.
“Are we signed up already?” Timmy squeaked.
“No, you moron!” Mike said. “That’s the newest band member’s job, right, Lenny? You have Pariah for English anyway, don’t you?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said wimpily.
“There you go, man,” Mike said. “She runs the talent show. We’re set.”
Right away I was scared and excited all at the same time. These guys hadn’t even heard me play yet, and they were talking like I was the answer to their rock star dreams or something. Still, I was more than ready to rock out. So I quit worrying for once and just said Screw it! for a change.
Man, was that a huge mistake.
At the end of Miss Pariah’s class the next day, I waited ‘til all of the shiny Kens and Barbies left so I could ask her about signing up for the talent show. She was busy putting some papers away but I figured if I waited I’d chicken out on the whole deal.
“Hey, uh, Miss Pariah, you run the talent show, right?” I asked, trying not to look down her blouse while she was bending over filing some papers.
“Yeah, Lenny. Why? Are you interested in signing up for auditions?” she asked, looking up at me over the top of her glasses. Since I was so close, I could see that I was right about her having an eyebrow ring. Dude! How hot is that? It should be illegal for teachers to be babes. But, then again, if I practiced real hard, I could get the band to play “Hot for Teacher” and make her fall head over heels for me.
What? You don’t believe that could happen? The power of rock n’ roll has done stranger things, man. If Mick Jagger and Joey Ramone could get chicks by being in a band, I could freaking make supermodels pass out in my arms.
“Well, yeah, I guess,” I shrugged like it was no big deal. “Some guys I met here asked me to join their band yesterday.”
“Yesterday, huh? Are you sure that’s enough time to get ready? Auditions are in two weeks and the competition is pretty stiff.”
I felt really tempted to bail on the whole thing, but I resisted. Instead, since I didn’t feel very confident, I decided to fake it ‘til I felt it. Besides, there was no way I was going to look like a wuss in front of the hottest teacher I’d ever seen.
“Yeah, Miss Pariah, we’ll be ready,” I said while signing up on the audition form she put in front of me. I wanted to say something really cool like, “You just make sure you’re ready for us!” but I didn’t have the guts.
Instead, after I got the details on the audition, I just concentrated on walking out of Pariah’s room without tripping over something and breaking my neck. It’s pretty hard to pick up older women with a neck cast on. Even if you’re a guitar god.
After that, it was on to my seventh period science class with the supa-freak Mr. Romeo. He’s really buff and has greasy hair, sideburns, and a skinny mustache. Oh, and he wears puffy silk pimp shirts (unbuttoned so his big hairy chest and gold chains are hanging out) with skin-tight striped 70’s bellbottom pants. Every day, all I could think was, Dude! Please tell me that’s a beaker in his pocket. I’m throwing these contacts away tonight. Seriously.
Anyway, he pretty much did the same thing every freaking day. He always met this Barbie named Lexi at the door, winked at her and said, “Hey there, Ms. Channele. Don’t you look pretty today.”
And everyday she said, “Thank you, Mr. Romeo. Do I, like, have to take these notes off that boring old overhead today? Can’t I just stand out in the hallway with you and Mr. Nepotism
and talk again?”
“Sure, Lexi. Trey over here will take notes for you—won’t you, Trey?”
“But, Mr. Romeo!” Trey the Ken doll would say. “I always get stuck taking notes for--”
“Trey, calm down. Let’s have lunch. Ha, ha. Get it? Lunch tray? Ha! I crack myself up. Now, everybody, I’ll be out in the hall watching, so get busy and stay quiet.” Then he’d go out in the hall, again.
But on this day, while I was taking those stupid notes, I looked up to see if Romeo was watching and I saw Pauline and her neon pink pigtails walking by in the hallway. Actually, it was more like a zombie shuffle than a walk. She was sliding her feet across the floor, dragging her fingers across the wall and looking around like she was in outer space.
I felt kinda sorry for her. I mean, she was a cute girl and all, but she’d probably never get anything but crap from people for being so weird. I bet kids made fun of her, imitating her walk and stuff behind her back. Mike said that she had times when she was pretty much normal, but people can be harsh. Fitting in is pretty much all or nothing. It’s kind of like playing music. Most people never pay attention to what the guitar player is playing—unless he screws up. Then, all the sudden, everybody is looking and laughing at you.
The more I thought about it, the more I felt like me and Pauline were alike. Here I was in a school full of snob-ass preppies who were all perfect little Kens and Barbies—and I’m a scrappy little skater. All of them are cheerleaders, jocks, and honor roll nerds. I play guitar and barely get passing grades. They all have brand new Abercrombie clothes they paid buttloads of money for at the mall. My mom takes me to Goodwill. They all get treated like kings and supermodels. Everyone looks at me like I’m scum.
And poor old Pauline probably gets treated worse than me. I could never be as much of a freak as she is at school.
Right then and there, I decided to try to be nicer to her, and other people who are dorks and freaks. Besides, after I screwed up at the talent show, I’d be lucky if even they would hang out with me.
Can you tell I’m a real optimist?
On Saturday afternoon, we had practice for the talent show audition. During the ride over to Mike’s house I got, like, a million lectures from Mom about not screwing up again and calling her if I wanted to leave. I kept wondering if Joe Strummer or Sid Vicious ever had to listen to this crap from their parents.
When we finally got there, Mike was at the door to let me in right away. Down in the basement, Timmy was setting up his drums. He looked up to say hi while putting his cymbals on the stands. His kit didn’t look as bad as I thought it would. I was picturing Folgers coffee cans held together with duct tape.
Mike had a blood red Yamaha bass and a sixty-watt Crate amp that looked halfway new. His strap had a sweet anarchy symbol on it and was duct taped to his guitar.
I was so nervous that my hands were shaking. I was sure they’d think I was some kind of psycho or crystal meth junkie.
“Okay, what do you guys wanna play?” Mike asked. We all stared at our shoes.
“Uh, I don’t know,” I said. “You guys know any Wildhearts?”
“No, but they freakin’ rock,” Timmy squeaked. “How about Offspring? You guys know any of their tunes?”
“Dude! Are you gay? Offspring suck!” Mike said. “Let’s just do something simple that everybody knows…you know, to get warmed up.”
“How about Sabbath? You guys know ‘Paranoid’?”
Timmy started bouncing up and down and squeaked, “Sweet idea, Lenny. Let’s do it.”
So we played that same song for, like, twenty minutes ‘til we finally got sick of it. We all messed up a million times, but it still didn’t sound bad.
In case you’ve never been in a band, usually when you first jam with somebody this dork fest starts all over again ‘til everyone’s sick of it or the neighbors call the cops or it’s time to go because your mom’s outside beeping her horn and threatening to kill you. But this time was different--like we could read each other’s minds or something. We just started making up our own tunes and it was like we were playing a song we already knew. And it kept happening over and over!
I didn’t want to smile, everyone knows cool guitar players are supposed to just make mad or constipated faces, but I couldn’t help it, dude. It took everything I had not to laugh like an idiot. Luckily the other guys had big crap-eating grins on their faces too.
“Dude!” Mike screamed. “That rocked! You kick ass on guitar, Lenny!”
“Naw, man,” I said, blushing and looking down at my shoes. “I suck. But you guys are freaking awesome!”
“No, dude. Mike sucks and you and me rule!” Timmy squeaked while bouncing up and down on his drum throne.
“Shut up and get back in your cage, monkey boy!” Mike joked.
“Stop calling me that! Why do you always call me a monkey, you idiot?” Timmy squawked, frowning while he started tearing his kit apart.
Mike laughed. “‘Cause drummers are just trained monkeys who beat on things—that’s why.”
“Whatever, dude!” Timmy squeaked. “So, Lenny, man, you wanna join our band or what?”
“Woah woah woah there, Tiny Tim!” Mike razzed. “We make all band decisions together, right? I don’t remember having a band meeting about this.”
“Dude, you’re such a geek!” Timmy said. “Are we asking him to join or what?”
Mike stopped winding up his guitar cord, scratched his head like he couldn’t decide, then said, “Why should we ask him to join when he’s already a member? What are you, stupid?” Right then about four or five drumsticks flew at his head. Mike dove behind his amp and screamed for mercy.
“So what song should we do for the talent show?” I asked.
“Why don’t we each come up with one song we wanna do and vote on it?”
Mikes voice came from his hiding place behind his amp. “Oh my God! Rundt Man actually had a good idea. Holy shit!”
“Screw you, Mike. You in, Lenny?”
“I have my song already.”
After practice, I was waiting outside for Mom to pick me up (Mike went back inside to take a leak). I was so spazzed from jamming at first that I didn’t see someone was staring at me through the screen door. All the sudden I got goose bumps on the back of my neck and I turned around and jumped off my amp. Lucky me. There was good old freaky Pauline staring at me, neon pink pigtails and all.
I didn’t know what to do, so I scooted my amp out of the way and said, “Oh, uh, hi, Pauline, you want to come outside? Here, come on out.” I felt stupid because I was talking to her like she was a dog who needed to come out and do its business. She must’ve been at least halfway having a good day because she smiled, nodded and came out onto the front porch with me.
“So, uh, Pauline, I, uh, wanted to say that I was sorry about the other day at school. I, uh, didn’t know that you have problems with…” Crap, dude! How do you apologize for not knowing your friend’s sister is a nutjob? I kept looking at the door wishing Mike would get out there. How long could it possibly take to freaking pee?
She swiveled her head around and looked toward me. “I did ya no wrong,” she said, smiling a goofy, crooked smile. I couldn’t help noticing that she had real pretty, big blue eyes.
“No, no Pauline. I’m apologizing to you! I was the one who was wrong—for yelling at you and stuff.” Man, I felt stupid trying to explain something to a chick who wasn’t all there. It was like teaching the history of punk rock to your hamster. But she didn’t say anything. She just kept smiling that whacked-out smile and looking around.
Then something really weird happened. Just when I started reaching for the screen door handle to go back inside, she changed. The air in front of her went all wavy, like in a cowboy movie when a guy sees water out in the desert that isn’t really there. And then, instead of being spacey and happy, she was normal. Her face looked all serious…and she was crying. Her hands made fists like she was holding on to the chains on a playground swing.
Then it hit me. She was in jail, holding on to the cell bars and looking out.
When I was about to ask her what I could do to help, the air got wavy again and it was just the usual Pauline gawking at the sky and smiling like a goober again.
That’s when I knew that I’d had enough of those stupid contacts. It was time to take the damn things back to that freak Dr. Third.
After she yelled at me for worrying about why she was late, Mom had a zillion lame questions about how it went. I mumbled some half-assed answers in between daydreaming about making Dr. Third eat my skateboard.
As soon as we got home I lied and told her that I needed some contact solution. She thought I was going to the drugstore, but I hopped on my board and skated right over to Dr. Third’s office. The big dork was inside, locking the front door when I got there. Talk about perfect timing.
“Hey! Hey! Dr. Third!” I yelled. He blinked and looked at me for a few seconds, then he unlocked and opened the door.
“Uh, yes? May I help you, young man?” he asked, unlocking the door and sticking his big melon head out.
“Yeah, uh, Dr. Third, you got a minute?” I asked. He looked like he was tired and trying hard to figure out who I was. Then his eyes got real big when he finally recognized me.
“Oh, oh, yes. Of course! You are the young man who bought contacts here the other day, right?” He came out and sat down on the front steps, pointing for me to sit down beside him. I pretended I didn’t notice. You never know if someone’s a freak for young guys.
“Yeah, yeah, that’s why I’m here. I think there’s something wrong with those lenses. You think I could switch to a different kind or something?”
“Why?” he asked. “Are they causing you discomfort?”
“Discomfort? Uh, no, but I’m seeing some crazy stuff.”
“Crazy stuff…hmmm…what kind of ‘crazy stuff’ are you seeing?” he asked.
“Well, like, it’s mostly with my teachers at school, but my friend’s sister looks funny too.”
He leaned forward like he was real interested all the sudden. “And how do your teachers and your friend’s sister look ‘funny’? Maybe you should come inside so we can talk about it.”
“No, uh, listen, can I just trade ‘em for another kind? I gotta get going. My mom’s waiting for me.” Right! She was probably asleep at home, drooling all over the couch.
“It will only take a minute, young man,” he said, getting up and opening the door. “Come on in! I want to hear all about these ‘weird’ things you have been seeing.”
I tried to be brave, dude. I really did. But instead I panicked, hopped on my board, and took off. He kept yelling for me to come back, but I skated away like my life depended on it. Seeing freaky crap everyday sucks, but there was no way it could suck as bad as going in that place alone with some guy who acted way too interested in getting to know me.
Man, was I wrong!
Nothing much happened over the rest of the weekend. I practiced the song I wanted to play at the talent show (“My War” by Black Flag—duh! Like there’s any other song to play live!) and helped Mom around the house.
On Monday, I felt half sick to my stomach when I had to get up to go to school. In a way I was kinda getting used to seeing all the freaky crap from my contacts, but at the same time, after seeing Pauline change, I was starting to get a little more nervous about it in a different way.
I didn’t feel like dealing with anybody, so I got to school at the last minute. On my way to my first period class I ran into our good old principal, Mr. Less, again. He looked like he was scared of me, but he came walking up to me anyway. For some reason, since I was tired and half awake, he was more funny than scary. I was trying to keep a straight face, but when he was walking toward me it looked like he was riding around inside his suit on one of those cheesy scooter things--with his little scrawny leg dangling down, just barely pushing against the ground so he could roll down the hallway.
“So,” he wheezed. “How are you getting along at Aulmpitt, Kenny?”
“Uh, okay I guess.” The name’s LENNY, idiot!
“[wheeze], Kenny, can I speak with you for a moment?” he asked, waving his arm to get me to come over to the side of the hall.
“Yeah, sure,” I said.
“Now, I know you’re new here, Kenny, but [wheeze], I’m pretty sure I mentioned to you that some types of clothing are inappropriate at our school, right?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said, looking down to see what shirt I slapped on that day (a Ramones shirt with a big Pinhead skull on it).
“Well, [wheeze], we’re not too big on kids wearing skulls in Aulmpitt, Kenny. Shirts like that [wheeze] are a distraction. Would you mind [wheeze], covering that up for me?” he said, looking all pale and nervous.
“I don’t have anything to cover it up with,” I said, getting more and more pissed by the second.
“Well then, Kenny [wheeze], could you please [wheeze], turn it inside out for me?”
Dude, my face was burning red. The longer I stood there, the more pissed I got. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Thank you, Kenny. [wheeze] I’ll just stand right here outside the bathroom [wheeze] while you do that.” It took everything I had not to say something like, Thanks a lot, Mr. Less! You sure you don’t want to follow me around all day to make sure my big bad skull shirt doesn’t switch around again? It might jump off my scrawny chest and kill somebody! But, I didn’t.
When I came back out, he thanked me again, wheezed, and scooted away. Sure enough, when he turned sideways, he looked like a freaking cardboard cutout again. As usual, nobody seemed like they either saw what he was or cared…except me. I couldn’t help wondering if they’d finally wake up and notice if I snapped and lit his cardboard ass on fire.
Yeah, I knew I’d never do something that psycho, but just picturing it helped me laugh it off and get on with the show.
“Dude! What’s with the shirt?” Timmy squeaked at lunch.
“Stupid Mr. Less made me turn it inside out,” I grumbled.
“What?” Mike said. “That dork made you—what’s on it? Cuss words?”
“I bet it’s a naked chick!” Timmy squeaked, his little rat eyes all shiny.
“Or a big pot leaf!” Mike laughed.
“No, it’s just Pinhead’s skull, you guys. Can we drop it?” I growled.
“Pinhead?” Timmy asked.
“You know,” Mike said while slapping Timmy across the back of his head. “The Ramones’ mascot? From Rock N’ Roll High School? You have seen that movie, haven’t you, buttnugget?”
“Oh, yeah, yeah, now I remember. I just didn’t know the dude’s name. And don’t hit me again, loser!” Timmy squeaked, getting all mad.
“Oooh!” Mike teased. “What’s the little Rundt boy going to do about it? Huh?”
“Shove a drumstick up your butt, that’s what!” Timmy said.
I started laughing so hard that chocolate milk started gushing out of my nose. After we stopped laughing and mopping up the milk with napkins, we finally had time to get down to some band business. First, we had to come up with a name.
Mike said, “How about Pinhead Less?”
“Yeah, Lenny, that’d be a cool name, don’t ya think?” Timmy laughed.
“Nah,” I said. “I don’t need any more trouble you guys.”
“You know Less is just messing with you because you’re not a prep, don’t you?” Mike added.
“Yeah!” Timmy squeaked. “If you were a prep, you could wear freakin’ anything you want!”
“What?” I said. “You guys are nuts! He couldn’t get away with that crap!”
“Oh yeah?” Mike said. “Dude, take a look in the hallway after lunch. I bet you five dollars you’ll see about a million preps with mini-skirts so short that you can practically see their panties.”
“Man, they let guys wear crap like that here?” I said.
“No stupid!” Timmy squawked. “He means the girls!”
“He knows that, idiot! That was another one of his lame jokes,” Mike said, starting to slap Timmy in the head again, but changing his mind at the last second. He must’ve been picturing a drumstick putting splinters in his sphincter. “Can we get back to the band name now?”
“I got it!” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “How about the Detention Monitors? Get it, Mike? Since you’ve practically moved in to the detention room?”
“Hey, I kinda like that,” Timmy squeaked.
“Yeah,” Mike said, rubbing his chin. “That’s pretty cool.”
“Okay, guys, I was just kidding. That’s a lame name for a band,” I said. “You know, sarcasm?”
But it was too late. I was outvoted.
Me and my big mouth.
Sure enough, just like Mike said, I saw, like, a bazillion Barbies in the hallway with mini-skirts so short their plastic butt cheeks were practically hanging out. Dude, that pissed me off. They looked like strippers and all I did to get in trouble was have a stupid skull on my shirt! What the heck? My shirt was a distraction? But then I remembered how lame Mr. Less was. I mean, that dude probably never had a date in his life. He probably got off on seeing little 8th grade babes showing their butt cracks.
Even though I was pissed enough to spit nails when I got to Pariah’s class, I just kept my mouth shut and tried to look cool. Chicks always dig the quiet, mysterious musicians. They think we’re quiet just because we’re all, like, deep and stuff. Or we’re in pain and can’t talk about it…only sing about it.
“Good afternoon, Lenny,” Miss Pariah said, looking hotter than snot with her eyebrow ring and silky gypsy-type dress. I forced myself to stop gawking at her legs by nodding and looking down at my shoes as I sat down. She was walking around straightening up desks and stuff, but she stopped when I didn’t say anything. “Is everything alright, Lenny?” she asked, looking all concerned and stuff. “Are you okay?”
I just shrugged my shoulders and did the old I’m-Thinking-About-My-Pain maneuver. Dude, they fall for it every time. It’s just too easy.
“Are you feeling ill?” she asked, touching my shoulder and leaning down to look me in the eyes. What she didn’t know was, I was feeling all warm and tingly—especially on my shoulder where she was touching me. “Do you need to go see Nurse Yetti?”
Whoah! Not so sweet! No more warm tinglies. Panic time! Sphincter slamming shut to avoid butt thermometer action!
I shook my head no. Talk about great plans backfiring! Crap!
Dude, if you could see AJH’s nurse, you’d panic too! Nurse Yetti is a six-foot tall hairy lady with big muscles and a uni-brow. Mike and Timmy said that I should try suicide instead of going to see her. Everybody said she was a Nazi Nurse that escaped from Germany and came to Ohio.
Luckily, Miss Pariah just told me to sit in a desk close to the door in case I needed to sprint and spew. Man! What a close call!
What made it suck even more was that we were doing something really cool in class that day. Cool for school anyway. Miss Pariah had everybody reading song lyrics and poems. And there I was, stuck by the door doing the Pathetic-Sick-Boy maneuver. I almost did throw up when a kid volunteered to read some lyrics Miss Pariah brought in--freaking “Sky Babies” by the Wildhearts! DUDE! That’s one of my all-time favorites! Could she get any cooler than that? Then some girl read a poem called “Birches” and everybody compared it to “Sky Babies.” And the whole time, I couldn’t say anything without blowing my cover. Being tortured by Nurse Yetti would’ve been better.
Then, as if my life couldn’t suck any worse, I looked out the window while everyone was talking and saw Pauline and her neon pink pigtails staring through the window. She was up on her toes, peeking into the room, and staring right at me. Talk about scaring the freaking crap out of somebody!
I tried looking back down at my desk, but it didn’t work. All I could think about was her staring at me. So of course I kept looking up. And sure enough, every time I looked up she was still there.
I tried waving my hand without getting anybody else gawking at me to get her to go away, but if she even noticed she wasn’t budging.
I looked over at Miss Pariah and the rest of the class. Nobody was looking at me.
I looked back. She was still there.
I looked over at the class. Still jawing away.
I looked back at Pauline. Not moving.
I tried shooing her away again. No go.
I could only think of one thing to do. It was either sit there and be tortured by Pauline and Miss Pariah’s hotness/coolness, or go see what the goober in the hall wanted. I couldn’t just say, “Pardon me, Miss Pariah, I know I’m as sick as a dog over here, but one of my friends is in the hall and I’d like to talk to her.” So I took a deep breath, let it out, and took one for the team.
“Miss Pariah?” I said in my best Pathetic-Sick-Boy voice.
She didn’t hear me. So I said it again, waving my arm to get her attention.
Finally, she looked over. I jumped to my feet, clapped my hands over my mouth, and sprinted for the door. She must’ve figured out what I was doing because she didn’t chase me down the hall or nothing. Just in case, I slammed the door shut behind me.
When I got out the hall, I whispered for her to meet me by the bathrooms around the corner. She must’ve been having a good day because she didn’t babble any of her usual nonsense at me.
When we got to the bathrooms I said, “Pauline, what’s wrong?”
She just looked up at me with a big goofy smile.
“Pauline!” I whispered. “You’re gonna get us in trouble! What do you want?”
She smiled more. And stared at me.
“Look, Pauline…” I said, trying to find a nice way to say, Go away and stop stalking me you little psycho! But before I could say anything else she started changing.
Her big goofy smile changed into the Pauline in jail with a sad smile that I saw at her house. This time her lips were moving. But there wasn’t any sound coming out. She was trying to say something to me! I wanted to ask her what she was saying, but all I could do was stand there with my mouth hanging open like a freaking idiot.
She could tell I was clueless so she tried again. This time I watched closer and read her lips to figure out what she was trying to say.
She said, “Help me, Lenny.”
And I got goose bumps all over.
Before I could say anything somebody grabbed my arm. I must’ve been in a trance from looking at Pauline because they had to shake me a few times.
Lucky me. It was Nazi Nurse Yetti. All six feet of her. And she looked ticked!
“What are you doing out here in the hallway, young man?” she barked, spit spraying on my face.
I just looked at her like a doofuss because my eyes were still blurry. After seeing the weird crap I just saw, it took a while for my brain to tell my eyeballs to focus on the scarier thing in front of me. She looked like Chewbacca from Star Wars stuffed into a white nurse’s outfit!
“Young man!” she screeched. “Your teacher called down to the office to say you were sick. What are you doing out here talking to this girl?”
I begged the gods of rock n’ roll to keep me from peeing my pants. “I—I…”
“You come with me right now! We’re going to see Mr. Less!” Yetti hissed.
“But, but…”
“But what, young man?” She was glaring down at me with her huge hairy hands on her big fat hips so I had to think of something quick.
“But I’m sick,” I said.
She growled, “If you’re so sick, why are you out here making googly eyes with this girl?”
“What girl?” Pauline had pulled the old Ninja-Disappearing-Act trick.
Still, old Nazi Nurse Yetti wasn’t letting me off that easy. “Humph!” she said. “Well! Your little girlfriend might be gone, young man, but you’re still coming with me!”
Right about then I knew I had to do something. Mr. Less might be a dorkwad pansy but he wouldn’t be happy to see my sorry butt twice in one day! I’ve been in enough trouble at school to know that much. And worse than that, Mom would be waiting with an axe to cut my freaking head off when I got home.
So I did what any kid with a brain would’ve done.
I stealth-gagged myself and barfed on her shoes.
Any normal school nurse would’ve apologized for jumping my case when I was really sick, but Nazi Nurse Yetti doesn’t have a nice bone in her hairy fleabag body. She just growled more and then called Mom. Luckily she was home in between job interviews. When she picked me up, that’s when the real pain started!
“Lenny,” she said, driving with one hand on the wheel and the other on my forehead. “You don’t have a fever…did you feel sick this morning at breakfast? You’re not faking this to get out of a test again, are you? We’ll just get you right home and you can sleep it off, alright? Did you eat something at lunch that made you sick? You need to start taking your vitamins again.” Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah! I zoned out and pretended to be concentrating on not horking chunks all over the car so I didn’t have to answer any questions that might get me in trouble.
When we got home, Mom put me in bed after asking me a bazillion times if I needed anything. Of course I acted like she was driving me nuts, which she was, but I really liked it. Who doesn’t dig being waited on and fussed over? Before she left for her next job interview, she brought me a glass of water, my CD player, some Tylenol, a cold washcloth for my forehead, a plastic trash can for a barf bucket, and some rock magazines in case I got bored.
Of course when she left I got queasy for real. In my head I yelled at myself for being a pansy for wigging out every time she went away, but I couldn’t help it. The only thing I could do to keep my mind off of it was to surf the net to keep my brain busy.
“Mike? What’s up?”
“Lenny! Dude, what happened to you at school today, man?”
“It’s a long story.”
“So it’s true? You really horked on Yetti’s shoes?”
“Dude! Gossip gets around fast in Aulmpitt!”
He laughed. “People probably started spreading that story around before your puke even hit her shoes. So, what’s up, man? You need somebody to come over and hold your spew bucket for ya?”
“No, uh, this is gonna sound kinda weird, but, I need to ask you some questions about Pauline,” I said, as nervous as a hooker in church.
“Pauline?” He sounded kind of, I don’t know, touchy I guess. “What do you want to know about Pauline?”
“Uh, well, I’ve just been thinking a lot about how the shrinks can’t figure out if she has that Asberger’s stuff or not.”
“No offense, dude, but why’ve you been wracking your brain about that? Aren’t you sick?”
“It’s…well…” I didn’t know what to say. I mean, how do you tell someone that your contacts make you see all kinds of weird crap. Not to mention that his kid sister is stalking you and asking for your help. It’s funny, but when I decided to call him, I didn’t really plan out how I was going to ask him all the questions I had. Now that I had him on the phone, my mind was totally blank.
“You aren’t still feeling guilty about the other day are ya?” he asked. “’Cause if you are, don’t worry about it.”
“No, man,” I said. “It’s just…it’s just been bugging me that they don’t know what’s wrong...I mean…how to help her.”
“Welcome to the club, dude! You should try living with the geek! We’ve been dealing with this crap for a long time.”
“Well, that’s why I wanted to ask you some questions. Since I wasn’t in class after lunch, I hopped on the net and read some stuff about Asberger’s.”
“Yeah? Let me guess, there was stuff about her not looking people in the eye, not making sense when she talks, blah, blah, blah…right?”
“Pretty much. I mean, that sorta fits, but I was wondering what stuff doesn’t fit Pauline? You know…what makes the school shrinks not sure what’s wrong?”
At first he didn’t say much. Then I heard him heave a big sigh. I was thinking, Oh crap, now you’ve done it, moron! You have two freaking friends in this town, and you just lost one of them!
“That’s a good question, dude. Mom said the main thing that didn’t match up was that most kids with that Asberger’s crap are like, real rude and stuff. I mean, you met her. Do you think she’s rude?” he asked.
“No, no way. She’s always been nice to me. What else is there?”
“Hmm…what the heck was...oh yeah! If she really had it, certain sounds would bother her big time…and some types of clothes too. That’s not her at all man. That dork would wear anything and listen to anything. I keep catching her rocking out to my tunes all the time.”
“That’d explain why she was half-assed quoting the Pistols, Ramones, and Black Flag to me then.”
“What?”
“Yeah, dude. It took me a while to figure it out, but I finally did. I mean, she said her name was Pauline and she lives in a tree.”
“What song is that—oh! That’s ‘Bodies’ by the Pistols, right?”
“Yep. And ‘53rd and 3rd’?”
“Duh! The Ramones.”
“‘White minorities with large casual teas’?”
“Black Flag…sorta. I guess you’re right!” he laughed. “What a dork. God she’s cool. See, that just shows that’s not her problem, man. Now you see why we get all protective of the little goober?”
“Yep.”
“She’s awesome…and she’s smart. They shouldn’t have her in those stupid special ed classes at school. That pisses me off!”
“Man,” I sighed. “No doubt. So what’re your parents doing about it?”
“Nothing. Not right now at least. They’re pretty sick of putting her through all those stupid tests. They’re bummed about it, but nobody knows what to do. I guess we’re just gonna let it ride for a while, then try something else.”
I was starting to feel big time stupid for making Mike talk about this. He was sounding pretty choked up. “Hey, man,” I said. “Sorry to make you talk about this stuff. I just wanted to know if I could help somehow.”
“That’s cool. I don’t mind. But what could you do, dude? I mean, no offense, but if shrinks don’t know what to do how could you help?”
I was thinking the same exact thing. How was an idiot like me going to help Pauline? I can barely wipe my own butt and tie my own shoes, let alone help somebody else. But Pauline asked me to help her. How the heck could I say no?
Still, I didn’t have a clue how I was going to help her. And that sucked.
So, let’s skip some boring crap that happened for the next week and a half. Sound cool?
What stuff? Well, to make a long story short, at school: a bunch of freaky teachers said, “Blah, blah, blah…” and gave me homework out the yin yang; and at band practice we picked “My War” by Black Flag as our talent show song. Yes!
It wasn’t like we had a fight about picking a song. Once we decided that Mike had the best screaming voice (Timmy sounded like a weasel caught in a lawn mower and I sound like a choir boy) that was the only song that worked. At first, he had a little trouble. Every time we changed notes he would either stop singing or stop playing his bass. I would’ve made fun of him, but I was worse at singing and playing at the same time than he was.
Eventually he got the hang of it though. Of course, that’s probably because we practiced the living crap out of that freaking song. Every once in a while we’d play a different song just so we didn’t want to barf every time we heard “My War” again, but we knew there’d be a lot of freaking preps at the tryouts who had expensive clothes and gear, so we had to sound good! There was no way we were not going to be in that talent show, dude!
On the night before the big talent show audition we were all starting to get nervous about playing in front of a real audience, so we practiced extra hard. Pauline even came down to the basement and sat on the steps to watch us. At first it kinda freaked me out and made me nervous. I even screwed up what I was playing a bunch of times—especially when I looked at her long enough for my contacts to start acting goofy. But eventually we didn’t even know that she was there. She just kinda bobbed her head to the beat and stared through us with a big old goofy smile on her face. Sometimes I think I even saw her singing along. Finally, we stopped so Mike didn’t lose his voice.
“Good practice, everybody!” Timmy squeaked while he started tearing his drum kit down.
“Yeah, we’re sounding real tight, guys,” I said.
“Just as long as we can do it when it counts tomorrow,” Mike said. “Anybody else kinda nervous?”
“A little,” Timmy said. “But once we get going we’ll be fine, man. We’re gonna ROCK!”
“God, dude, you are SO cheesy!” Mike laughed.
“Yeah, Timmy,” I said. “You been watching those VH1 shows about old 80’s hair bands or something?”
“Hey, just because I’m the only one who’s got cajones enough to show he’s pumped about tomorrow doesn’t mean you guys can dog me about it!” Timmy was definitely pumped. He was bouncing around from foot to foot like the basement floor was a frying pan and his feet were made out of butter. Mike just shook his head and rolled his eyes while he wrapped up his guitar cord and put his bass away.
We helped Rundt Man carry his drums out to the front porch. On one trip back to the basement, I ran into Pauline. She was walking around my amp and running her fingers over the top of it, humming the song she’d just heard us play a zillion times.
“Hey, Pauline,” I said, smiling at her. When she heard me, she stopped walking around my amp. And what’s really weird is, she looked right at me and smiled. She wasn’t looking through me. I didn’t know what to say, so I just said the first cheesy thing I could think of. “How do we sound? Think we’re ready for tomorrow?”
What’s weird is, she didn’t answer me by repeating some song lyrics that didn’t make sense. She just kept smiling and walked over to me and put her hand on my arm. I felt this tingly feeling where she was touching me that climbed up my arm and spread all over.
“Hey…hey, Pauline, are you okay?”
Then my contacts kicked in. I saw the other Pauline inside the one on the outside again. This time, she didn’t look sad. She looked serious, but not like she was crying--like she really had something important to say.
“What, Pauline?” I asked, looking back and forth from her face to the shimmery outside around it. “What do you want? I know you want me to help…but I don’t know how.” When I shut my mouth and paid attention, I saw that her lips were moving. She was trying to tell me something again.
“Wait! Wait! Pauline, say it again. Please!” I said. “Word? Words? What words? The words to the songs you said to me?” She shook her head no and said it again, this time her lips moved slower.
“Third? Third what? I don’t under—wait! Dr. Third?” Her eyes lit up and she shook her head yes.
“What about Dr. Third? You want me to take you to see him?” I asked.
No. She didn’t want that. Can’t say I blamed her either! She raised her hand that wasn’t touching my arm and pointed at me.
“Me? You want me to go see him?”
“Oh, crap! Dude, Pauline, that guy creeps me out! I think he’s some kind of--”
She just smiled, and took her hand off my arm.
“Hey, Lenny, you lazy fartknocker!” Mike said. “You gonna help us carry this crap upstairs or not?” They were back from hauling drums upstairs.
“Yeah, we got Mike’s mom to give us some pop and we--” Timmy started to say. He stopped when he saw that Pauline was staring at me. The funny look on my face probably freaked him out too.
“Pauline, you bugging Lenny again? What’s wrong with you, dude?” Mike asked me.
Timmy was staring at me like I had two heads--or he thought I was trying to put the moves on Mike’s little sister.
“Uh…nothing, man. Nothing. I…”
Mike must’ve figured that Pauline was acting weird and that I felt kinda awkward because he handed me a pop and yelled at me to help carry some drums. I hurried up and grabbed Timmy’s floor tom and headed upstairs, keeping my head down in case Pauline was still staring at me. The last thing I needed was the guys, especially Mike, to think that I was some sort of sicko pervert.
But you know what the weird thing is? I couldn’t stop thinking about the way it felt when she touched me and looked me in the eye. I kept thinking to myself, You are NOT getting a crush on Mike’s little sister! You are a pathetic geek! Just because some girl touches your arm you go and start getting mushy feelings for her. How freaking sad is that? Not to mention she’s got a few screws loose in the head! But she looked so normal when my contacts made her change. Yeah, but how will you explain THAT one to Mike you freaking moron?
‘Oh, uh, my magical mystical contacts help me see who your sister really is, and, uh, I’d, uh, like to ask her out on a date.
‘Ouch! Dude! Mike, why are you smashing my head against your basement floor? Ouch!’
The next day at school, my brain was spinning in circles like a big nasty mosh pit. If I wasn’t worrying about the talent show tryouts, I was thinking about Pauline and Dr. Third. What the freaking crap did she want me to go see him for? And how the heck did she even know about him in the first place?
After school, since I had study hall last period, the study hall monitor, Miss Anthrope, drafted me to help move all the lunch tables out of the way for the talent show tryouts. While I was carrying a table with a Ken, I saw Biff Beefhead, the big pretty boy jock that showed me around AJH on my first day, walking through the cafeteria. Somehow I forgot all about the moron. Then I remembered that I’d been planning to test out something with my contacts. It didn’t make sense that Biff looked different from all the other Kens. Was it because I saw him first? Or was it because I actually talked to him? So I forced myself to try to talk to the Ken holding the other end of the table.
“Hey…you trying out for the talent show, dude?” I asked.
His smiling, plastic face kept looking at me while he shook his head no.
“Uh,” I babbled. “Why not?”
He shrugged his shoulders.
Damn! Come on, plastic boy! Work with me here. You have to talk.
“My band’s playing. You should stick around and check us out…unless you’re, like, too busy.”
Nothing. Just that stupid freaking smile on his stupid shiny face.
So I tried the Abuse-the-Prep Manuever.
“Dude, was that your mom that came to get you during study hall yesterday?”
Ken’s head shook yes.
“So, she’s pretty freaking hot, man. Can I have her cell number?”
Boom!
Down went the table. Ken stormed off shaking his stupid shiny head like he couldn’t believe it.
Sigh.
I didn’t get him to talk, but I’m pretty sure he was so pissed he almost melted into a puddle on the cafeteria floor.
It turns out that Miss Anthrope was running the talent show with Miss Pariah. I figured she was cool since my contacts didn’t do anything funky when I looked at her. She was just a tall, hyper, blonde lady.
Now that I was pretty much used to them, my contacts were coming in handy. If people looked normal, they were cool. I could trust them. If they were freaky looking, watch out!
Once everybody got their instruments set up on the stage, Miss Pariah gave us a big lecture about not laughing at all the people who were trying out. Then we got started. I sat with Mike and Timmy the Rundt Man.
“You guys ready? Huh?” Timmy squeaked. “You ready to rock?”
“God! You’re being cheesy again, dude.” Mike said, shaking his head and laughing.
“What?” Timmy said. “How’s that cheesy, you buttlicker? I’m just trying to get us psyched up to play!”
“We’re playing LAST, idiot! Save your spaz attack for about two hours from now!” Mike screamed.
“Shhhhhhhh!” Miss Pariah said. She had a big rule about nobody talking while people were onstage. For somebody who was so cool, she was kinda uptight. But I can let stuff like that slide when it’s coming from a babe like her.
So we sat there with our butts going numb on those plastic cafeteria chairs for, like, a million-gazillion years waiting for our turn. For some reason, I didn’t feel nervous at all though. I just sat there as cool as Keith Richards’ freezer and watched the Barbie ballerinas and lip-sync groups dance around. The stage lights made them all shiny and even more fake looking than they did in the hallway—but they could really dance! And they didn’t move all stiff and jerky like a doll would. It just didn’t look right. It was like watching one of those old movies with bad special effects—except a lot more creepy.
There was one other band, the Living Dead Girls, with all Goth chicks in it. I don’t know how I managed to not see three Goths in the school, but I did. Talk about having your head up your ass. And they freaking rocked too, man! I was impressed. All the Kens and Barbies looked like they were so scared they were gonna call their mommies and daddies. It was great.
Then, for the last audition before us, there was Biff Beefhead. He got up there to tell jokes. The sad thing was, the only thing that was funny about the dude was how stupid he looked when he was strutting across the stage with his big old buff chest sticking out and his arms all out to the side, swinging like two big tree branches.
“Dude!” I whispered into Mike’s ear. “Look at that freak! He walks like he’s got a drumstick shoved up his butt!”
Mike was laughing and trying real hard not to let Miss Pariah or Miss Anthrope hear him. “Shhh! You’re gonna get us kicked out before we even play!”
Miss Pariah’s head whipped around all Exorcist style and she gave us a dirty look.
Here’s the best joke of Biff’s act:
Biff Beefhead: Okay, everybody. Looks like I got time for one last joke for ya. [Flexes muscles, flashes big Ken smile, and winks at the Barbie cheerleaders]
Barbie Cheerleaders: Sigh! [Drool all over themselves]
Lenny: [Gags, barfs, sticks pencils into ears and eyes to try and stop the pain]
B.B.: So, out of these three people, the Easter Bunny, Santa Claus, and a good referee, which one is real and which two are imaginary? [Flexes muscles, flashes big Ken smile, and winks at the Barbie cheerleaders] The referee ‘cause all refs suck! Ha! Get it?
Barbie Cheerleaders: Sigh! [Drool all over themselves]
Lenny: [Gags, barfs, sticks pencils into ears and eyes to try and stop the pain]
Miss Pariah: Uh…thanks, Biff. Don’t call us, we’ll call you.
OK, I made that last line up, but I swear on Dee Dee Ramone’s grave that the rest of it is true.
So you’d think that after that loser we wouldn’t have any pressure for our audition at all, right?
WRONG!
“Okay,” Miss Pariah said from the audience. “We’re ready for the Detention Monitors. Everybody else, remember, pay attention and be quiet!”
All of the Barbies and Kens looked like they were bored and wanted to leave, but Miss Anthrope and Miss Pariah said nobody was allowed to leave until all the auditions were finished. The Living Dead Girls leaned forward on their chairs to listen and watch.
Mike stepped up to the microphone. I heard Timmy’s drum throne squeak from his spastic squirming. Mike looked over at me to see if I was ready. Even though my hands were shaking and I felt like I was gonna spew all over my shoes, I nodded my head.
As soon as he screamed the first couple words of the song, I looked down to make sure I was going to hit the right strings with my guitar pick. Even though we’d practiced the song a gazillion times, I was still paranoid about screwing it up.
I slammed my hand down.
I hit the right strings.
My fingers were in the right spot on the fretboard.
Nothing.
No guitar.
Mike was screaming, playing, and looking back to see what the heck was wrong all at the same time.
I wiggled my cord to see if my guitar’s jack was shorting out. I tried strumming my strings again.
Nothing.
I double-checked to see if I did the All-Time-Super-Idiot maneuver (not turning the amplifier on) and that wasn’t it. I must’ve looked like a giant, throbbing tool up there with the panicking idiot dance I was doing.
Finally, Miss Pariah got Mike’s attention and stopped him and Timmy. “Lenny? Are you having equipment trouble?” she asked.
I blushed and shook my head yes.
Mike came over and tried to help.
“What’s the problem, dude?” he oh-so-helpfully asked.
“If I knew what the freaking problem was I’d be playing right now, wouldn’t I?” I snapped.
“Woah! Easy there, killer! I’m just trying to help. You check your guitar jack?”
“Yep.”
“Your amp’s on…maybe you have a short in your cord. Got another one?”
“No. You?”
“No. Dude, we’re screwed.”
All the sudden I saw one of the Living Dead Girls out of the corner of my eye. She was on stage, right beside me, and reaching toward my guitar. With one little flip of her wrist, she twisted the volume knob of my guitar up, strummed my strings with her thumb, and suddenly, Lenny the El Grande Supreme Idiot of the World had a guitar that worked.
I looked up at her with my screaming red face. Her jet-black lips twisted up at one corner into a smile. And she walked back off the stage without saying a word.
I looked at Mike. He busted out laughing. Then he looked back at Timmy. He busted out laughing too. And before you could say, Please, God, kill me! everybody there was laughing at me.
“You can’t quit the band, Lenny!” Timmy squeaked.
“Like hell I can’t!” I said, my face still all red even though the tryouts were done, everybody was gone, and we were packing up our equipment.
“Dude!” Mike said, sticking his face in front of mine. “Just because you had one stupid screw up, you’re gonna quit on us?” He was trying to cheer me up by making a joke about it, but I didn’t see anything funny about the whole deal.
“One stupid screw up? Are you deaf?” I said. “You didn’t hear me mess up, like, fifteen times in the song?”
“Ah, man!” Timmy said. “You were just stressing out! Nobody could tell that you messed up. You kept playing. As long as you keep playing nobody can hear that crap.”
“Yeah, well, if nobody heard it, how come the Living Dead Girls were making faces like they were gonna be sick during the whole song?” I whined.
“Dude!” Mike argued. “They’re Goth chicks! They always look like that. Have you ever seen a Goth girl smile and do a happy dance? It’s like a Goth rule: Thou shalt look constipated and depressed at all times.”
“Oh yeah? The freaking guitar player from their band smiled at me when she ‘fixed’ my stupid guitar! And you idiots didn’t have to laugh too!”
“Oh! So now it’s our fault!” Mike stopped winding up his guitar cord. He looked like he wanted to pop me in the mouth. I was so mad, I didn’t even care.
“You two hyenas didn’t exactly help! That’s for sure!” I screamed back.
That did it. Mike threw his cord down and started coming at me. I dropped my guitar strap and pulled my fist back to swing. Timmy jumped up to get in between us so fast that he knocked his snare drum over. He put one hand on Mike’s chest and one on mine, but Mike just pushed past him.
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