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Chapter 1: PB & J

	In the small community hospital of Surly, Idaho, two children were born on the same day. The first was Peter Barnes, son of two accountants with dreams of becoming successful farmers. The hospital receptionist lovingly embroidered Peter’s welcome onesie with the letters “PB”.

	Not long after, their next-door neighbors, the Yates’s, arrived and had their first child, a girl they named Jaylee. The receptionist sewed the first initial “J” before leaving for a monster truck rally.

	With the babies lying next to each other in the nursery, it didn’t take long for someone to put PB and J together and take a very adorable photo. The tiny babies were holding hands and smiling like the sky was raining candy. It was, arguably, the cutest picture ever taken. [image: Image]

	News media picked up on the photo and soon the town of Surly swarmed with reporters who wanted the story of PB&J, the star-crossed babies from across the same cul-de-sac in rural Idaho.

	Before long, every storefront in town displayed a framed newspaper print of the lovely infant couple, reminding visitors that Surly was the town that “brought PB&J together.”

	Fourteen years later, all of that was about to change.

	***

	Most schools served something normal on Fridays, like pizza.

	Peter tried to ignore the sidelong glares from other kids in the lunch line. It was his fault, apparently, that the school occasionally served peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on Fridays in honor of the town’s first and only major event.

	Certainly, it made life easy for lunch workers. They just set up a self-serve PB&J station and let the kids make their own sandwiches. Throw in some baby carrots and celery sticks and voilà, lunch is done.

	Peter chose a jar so covered in spillage that he couldn’t tell what sort of jelly was inside. Grape, he hoped.

	J nudged him with her elbow. “Don’t spill that, PB. It’ll stain.” Her hazel eyes twinkled with mischief.

	J had been teasing Peter about stains all week, since their annual grape battle. The fence between their houses was covered with grapevines. No one could eat them all before they got soggy and overripe. This year’s epic Jaylee Yates vs. Peter Barnes’ ripe grape throwing war had left both of their driveways covered with stains that would take months to wash off.

	Truth be told, Peter had come off better in that fight and J was certainly thinking revenge.

	But this was the cafeteria. She wouldn’t dare.

	Peter tried to play it cool as he spread the purple jelly on his sandwiches—way too much.

	Would J see that as a threat?

	He tried not to show any emotion, but mounting giggles shook his shoulders, like invisible monkeys jumping on his back. And J was making suppressed spurts of noise that sounded like a cross between an asthma attack and a Heimlich maneuver.

	She went for grape jelly as well. This could only go badly.

	When she didn’t close her sandwich, but left the grape jelly-covered side open, it was a near declaration of war.

	That was like opening your nuclear missile silos.

	Did he dare peel his sandwiches open? Peter’s heart began to thump with anticipation. He skipped the carrots but waited as J spread peanut butter over her celery sticks, in another of America’s bizarre culinary traditions. At least at the high school they didn’t put raisins on top, so it looked like ants on a log.

	While she was distracted, Peter carefully separated his white bread sandwiches.

	When J looked up, Peter’s grape jelly arsenal was fully exposed. Her expression shifted into a sly grin, like a kid who just found out their parents were going to be out of town for two straight days.

	J had spotted an opportunity.

	Peter knew that look. When J made up her mind, there was no going back.

	Peter’s eyes darted around, checking if anyone else had noticed the brewing battle.

	It was too late. Half-eaten PB&J sandwiches around the lunchroom were coming apart. There was no retreat.

	Peter glanced at the lunch workers. They weren’t paying attention, sitting in folding chairs behind the lunch counter, probably gossiping about the cost of hay.

	This couldn’t happen. He was in ninth grade. In Surly, that was high school. Of course, it only meant that his classes were on the west side of the school offices. Surly’s small middle school and high school shared a campus and administrative offices, although the high schoolers showed up earlier and ate first on A days.

	But still, they were fourteen. In a few weeks, Peter would be fourteen and a half. In Idaho, that meant he could get a learner’s permit. He would be driving.

	Sensing the impending mayhem, several girls panicked, leaving their trays at their tables and making a run for it. They must have liked their outfits.

	Peter winced. That was a mistake. They should have gone under the tables and risked exposure to decades-old gum residue.

	All at once, the cafeteria devolved into a war zone. J launched her bread with a deft flick of the wrist. The jelly-covered slice of bread came at Peter spinning like a discus.

	J was a pro. You couldn’t just hurl your jelly-covered bread at someone. It could turn over in the air and the backside of the bread would hit their face. A spinning piece of bread, on the other hand, was liable to release blobs of jelly in all directions, like a lawn sprinkler. When it struck, you had a decent chance of getting a solid hit as the bread buckled.

	Peter tried to dodge, but he’d been watching the other kids. He only had time to turn his back.

	Whap. J’s bread struck home, right between his shoulder blades.

	It is on!

	As Peter turned to hurl his first volley, he spotted more incoming fire.

	Too late, he realized that the food fight wasn’t targeting opponents equally. They were all targeting him.

	It was an ambush.

	Was this a setup?

	Peter couldn’t think about it. Instantly, his years of snowball fight tactical training in long Idaho winters took over.

	Find cover.

	Peter ran behind the PB&J tables as several jelly-covered bread missiles pelted his back, making wet squelches. Abandoning his tray to gravity, he ducked under the food table and chanced a glance up.

	There weren’t any more incoming volleys. In fact, the faces of everyone in the cafeteria were turned in his direction, eyes wide, in a stunned silence.

	It was just like the movies. Peter had a creeping sensation that something large and dangerous was lurking behind him.

	Does J have an entire jar of grape jelly?

	Slowly, Peter turned his head and looked up.

	It was the vice-principal.

	Peter swallowed.

	Mr. Stewart’s lips smiled without parting and his eyebrows narrowed, eyeing Peter like a detective who had finally caught a thief in the act.

	Peter could tell excuses would do him no good whatsoever. He tried anyway.

	“I never threw anything.”

	Mr. Stewart’s bushy grey eyebrows went up. “You mean, the sandwiches just started throwing themselves?”

	Oh, come on! Peter looked from Mr. Stewart to J, who was biting her lip, wincing, and trying not to laugh all at once. Then he glanced at the forest of trees watching him.

	At least that’s what the kids may as well have been doing, sitting at their tables with their hands in their laps and saintly expressions on their faces. None of them were going to admit it was a coordinated strike on him.

	Twenty against one. At best he could implicate J. But trying to pin the blame on J would just make him look pathetic.

	Peter was man enough to take the fall.

	He set his jaw and stood up. “Fine. I started it.” Playing it cool, he added, “It’s just a few pieces of bread.”

	“Then you won’t mind cleaning it up.”

	Peter missed Auto Shop, which was his only fun class, as he peeled soggy pieces of bread off the cafeteria floor and attempted to mop it clean.

	The middle school kids in second lunch avoided Peter’s area like the floor had vomit on it, carrying their trays around to the other side of the lunch tables.

	It was just PB&J.

	Somehow, with every swipe of his mop, the floor only grew stickier.

	None of this was fair—the way everyone had gone after him, taking their unspoken vengeance on him for PB&J day. How was PB&J day his fault? All he had done was be born on the same day as J. It wasn’t his doing that made their cute baby picture blow up on social media, or that people driving on the highway stopped in front of Surly’s welcome sign to take selfies.

	“Welcome to Surly, the town that put PB&J together.” 

	The welcome sign didn’t even list the town’s population, probably because it was too embarrassing. [image: Image]

	Embarrassing. Peter stared at the floor as a couple of eighth-grade girls avoided the sticky zone, giving him the same repulsed looks they used for centipedes and overweight middle-aged men wearing Speedos. Yeah, this is embarrassing.

	***

	After school, Peter stood at the intersection of Center Street and Second East, waiting for one of the town’s three stoplights to change. When the walk sign lit, he crossed quickly, head down.

	He was quite sure everyone walking home from school was looking at their handiwork on his back. He had managed to wash off most of the jelly in the bathroom sink and get his shirt somewhat dry under the hand dryers. But he had still spent a good portion of fifth period peeling his sticky shirt off the back of his desk chair.

	He just wanted to get home.

	“Hey, PB!”

	Peter looked up to see an enormous hand-painted sign that read “Sushi King” atop the town’s only food truck.

	Seeing the familiar sign, the knot of stress in Peter’s stomach loosened enough to notice the hunger it had been hiding.

	Technically, Sushi King wasn’t a food truck. It was a cart that his friend Juan pulled on his bike and parked in the vacant lot of an abandoned gas station to serve the stream of students heading home from Surly High. This was as close as Juan could get to the school without being in the school parking lot. That, apparently, required a permit.[image: Image]

	Today Juan looked like he was about to burst. Either he had serious stomach gas from a failed cooking experiment, or something had him really excited.

	“I passed,” Juan cheered. He was tall and round-faced, topped with a sushi chef hat, and wore a karate gi robe tied with a black belt. He had probably gotten the belt from Emo-G. There was no way Juan was a black belt.

	“You passed the GED?” Peter had heard of the test you could take if you didn’t want to finish high school. Juan was a year ahead of Peter but had dropped out to pursue his dream.

	“Nah, I passed that a few months ago. I finished my online course. I’m officially a sushi chef!”

	Apparently, earning the official title of “sushi chef” was more than just being able to run a sushi cart. Still, Peter wasn’t sure an online course could make anyone officially anything. Either way, Juan’s sushi was legendary. He had a gift and he was making his dream happen.

	Not only could Juan grow a mustache that put the old ladies at church to shame, but he also had a job. Respect. Soon, he might even have his own restaurant. [image: Image]

	A pang of jealousy joined the emotions churning in Peter’s empty stomach. Peter didn’t want to be a sushi chef, but he wished he could trade places with him. Juan could do whatever he wanted. The town hadn’t assigned him a role at birth.

	And nobody threw jelly-covered bread slices at Juan—or whatever the Japanese equivalent was.

	Probably rice balls.

	Juan lifted his sushi knife expectantly. “Want to try my new dragon roll?”

	Peter felt in his pocket for money and found only an old popsicle stick. J always seemed to show up with a popsicle when he was down. Having a popsicle stick as a reminder that somebody cared about him was nice, but Peter couldn’t deny that he would have rather had some cash in his pocket instead.

	Peter shrugged. “Sorry, Juan. My sushi budget is spent.”

	Times like this only made his situation more obvious. Peter needed a job.

	In Surly, there weren’t many appealing jobs for almost fourteen-and-a-half-year-old boys. J’s dad’s dairy just west of town supplied the cream for Sheik-Fil-A’s famous Sheik Shakes, so she had an easy time getting hired at the restaurant.

	Every other job in town involved growing pigs—bacon seed as most people in Surly thought of them—or potatoes.

	“Next time, then,” Juan said. “I’m telling you—the sauce is amazing.”

	Peter could almost taste the zingy mustard sauce. He didn’t need any more temptation, especially after not getting lunch.

	“Peter!”

	His heart jolted like a dead car battery getting jump-started by a super duty pickup. Even after so many years of walking home from school together, Peter still got a buzz when J called his name. He always started on his own, but J usually caught up after her friends turned at Center Street toward the newer part of town across main. That neighborhood had bigger houses.

	Peter and J lived in “the plots.” The houses were older, but the parcels were larger for things like beater cars or gardens. Mostly they were owned by people like Peter’s parents who couldn’t leave animals and plants alone, even though they lived in a city.

	No, a town. This wasn’t a city. Cities had more than one 7-Eleven.

	“Peter.” J caught up to him as he turned away from Sushi King.

	A group of boys had just crossed as well and were heading toward the stand, probably to get some mochi or wasabi-crusted peanuts. Peter didn’t want to be around to answer questions about how he enjoyed cleaning up the cafeteria.

	J fell in step beside him. “I’m so sorry,” she huffed, “that you got stuck cleaning that up.”

	Peter shrugged. He wouldn’t have wanted her to have to clean it up anyway. And, it kind of was his fault. He’d put all that extra jelly on his bread just to tempt her.

	J walked beside him with her hands half-tucked into the tiny back pockets of her jeans. Did people who made jeans have baby-sized hands?

	Peter didn’t ask. Their relationship was built on things far more important, like throwing grapes.

	She paused at the big elm tree in old man Olsen’s yard. The swing that used to be there was long gone, but they still stopped to hang out in the shade sometimes.

	Peter leaned against the trunk—sideways. He didn’t want bark sticking to his back.

	Peter felt a bit of pent-up frustration. True, he never got to throw his jelly bomb bread slices. But there was something else bothering him. Nobody had targeted J. She was as much to blame for PB&J day as he was.

	“How come everyone threw their sandwiches at me?”

	J gave a sideways shrug of her head. “You were closer than me?” Her tone was genuine, but they both knew she was just her trying to be nice.

	The real reason they hadn’t targeted J was obvious. J worked the drive-up window at Sheik-Fil-A in her super-cute Arabian princess outfit on B days when they had second lunch, and most afternoons. If you wanted any hope of extra fries with your crispy crescent chicken sandwich, you had best not cross her.

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	J held out her finger and traced the letters “PB” in the air, as if painting them on his shirt like a target. It more or less said it.

	“What do they want me to do? Tell the cafeteria to stop serving sandwiches? It would just be those adobe-brick tamales or fish sticks. The whole school smells like fish for like two days after they serve those.”

	J snickered and poked him in the chest. “Well, you got me pretty good last week. I’m still finding bits of grape in my hair.”

	“Really?”

	“No. But it took a while to get it all out. I mean, there might still be some in there . . .”

	J tossed her softly curling brown hair onto her shoulder and took a step closer. She was definitely closer than usual. “See anything?”

	Peter froze in a moment of indecision.

	Was she teasing him or was this something else?

	They were just friends. That’s what he had always told himself—and everyone else. It came up a lot when you had a girl for your community-assigned best friend.

	But it kind of seemed like she was flirting. Or was Peter imagining it? J could just be luring him in to spring some kind of trap.

	She certainly didn’t have a slice of jelly-covered bread behind her back.

	So, it was something else.

	She’s flirting.

	Danger was on the horizon.

	Peter wondered if that kind of thing was inevitable. Was it something that was just on the schedule? Ninth grade: Peter and J start flirting. Tenth grade: Peter and J pose for pictures at the dance—stores update their window displays with the new photo. Junior year: Peter and J are caught kissing at the movie theater.

	A storm turned inside Peter, like a brewing a tornado, pulling at him. What was he supposed to do? What would J think if he looked away and pretended like he hadn’t noticed?

	Just then a truck with a load of high schoolers sitting in the truck bed revved past. A kid in the back whistled a catcall at J. Another shouted at Peter. “Go Pig Boy!” He made a kissy face as the truck sped away.

	Peter’s hands curled into fists.

	Why can’t they just let it alone?

	They all expected him to end up with J, like he was in some kind of small-town Netflops miniseries.

	J touched his arm as if to say, “ignore them.” But how was he supposed to let it go? It only got worse. He couldn’t pretend to be living a normal life. And if J ever tried to do something like hold hands with him, the incident would blow up Pinstaglam’s servers with pictures of him and J. It would only make things ten times worse.

	There had to be a way out.


Chapter 2: Hummus

	The following day the weekend arrived, along with another PB&J sandwich, courtesy of his mom. Peter felt queasy just looking at the sandwich on his plate. It wasn’t food. It was a curse. “I hate peanut butter.”

	Peter’s mom looked up from the table, aghast. “What did you say?”

	Peter’s little brother made one of those “oooh” sounds that a kid makes when somebody is called to the principal’s office.

	“Eat your sandwich,” his mom said. “You aren’t royalty. You don’t get to suddenly decide that you won’t eat something as basic as—”

	Peter slid his chair back. “Mason can have mine.”

	Mason, his little brother, wasted no time in claiming the untouched PB&J sandwich.

	His mother, now with a quivering lip, looked up at him as if he had personally offended her.

	“I’m going to try something else,” Peter said. “Do we have any hummus?”

	“Hummus?” his mother gasped.

	Peter folded his arms. “Yeah, people eat it.”

	“Not in Surly!”

	“And why not!” Peter shouted back. “What’s so special about PB&J?”

	Peter’s mom stood up from the table and shook her finger at him. “You darn well know what’s so special about it.”

	“Yeah?” Peter said, standing up and shoving his chair against the table. “Why don’t you remind me?”

	“Oh, Peter,” his mother’s expression softened, “did something happen at school?”

	Peter ran his hands through his short red hair. At least he tried to. They snagged on the wiry strands that seemed immune to any form of conditioner. “Like, every day of my life. Did you know that PB also stands for ‘Pig Boy’?”

	“Do you want an egg salad sandwich instead?”

	Peter’s face twitched. “Gross. It’s like somebody handed out free jars of mayo to everybody in America and said, “A hundred bucks for the worst recipe” and somebody came up with egg salad.”

	“I’m not even going to acknowledge you said that.”

	“I’m going to the store,” Peter said, “to buy some hummus.”

	“You’re not going anywhere.”

	“It’s a free country.”

	“And a free mortgage? And free clothes? And free pizza?”

	“If it’s not Hot and Melty,” Mason mumbled through a mouthful of sandwich.

	If Little Cheezers delivered the pizza cold, it was free. That fact was as solid as the ground the potatoes of Surly grew in. Not even the President of the United States could have vetoed it.

	“Peter,” said his mom, “now is a hard time for you. Your body is changing—”

	“Oh, please,” Peter moaned. “When did this become health class? I just want hummus.”

	“You could get lunch at Sheik-Fil-A,” Mason suggested. “J always gives you free fries.”

	Peter stared at Mason with a look that would have ignited a pile of wet coal in Siberia. “Shutup, Mason.”

	“Peter—language.”

	Peter’s phone buzzed in his pocket and then recited his reminder out loud. “Appointment: Bilford D. Payne. Braces.”

	Mason snickered as Peter fumbled with the phone trying to get it to shutup.

	Peter wasn’t sure how to keep his phone from reading his alerts. Mason had recently been messing with it and it was like a full-time job keeping his brother from turning his phone into a hyper-sophisticated embarrassment machine.

	A text came through—this, too, spoken aloud. “Text. From Dad. Don’t forget your appointment.” He had apparently sent it from the back yard where he was repairing a fence post.

	“Seriously. I don’t need reminders.”

	Whatever hopes Peter had for a day away from general suffering were now dashed. After his braces were tightened, his whole face would feel like he’d been playing hockey with it—as the puck. Chewing anything would be torture.

	At least he would still be able to eat hummus.

	He wondered if it was even any good. You could get it as a dipping sauce at Sheik-Fil-A, but J always gave Peter extra barbeque sauce for his Chickin Stix and he hadn’t ever wanted to upset that perk by asking for something new.

	Besides, J liked to know what to expect. She liked having things the way they were.

	“I have to go to my appointment,” Peter said, turning away from the table.

	“At least take your sandwich. You can eat it on the—”

	In two quick steps, Peter was out the door and running. He couldn’t even escape his endowed identity as “PB” at home. But that didn’t mean he had to sit and take it. Enough was enough.

	This was his life. He could live it how he wanted.

	So long as he didn’t miss his appointment. They charged a late fee and his mom debited that from his chore money.

	Peter passed the daycare on First East, watching a very pregnant lady facing down two toddlers who were spraying her with a hose. With a trash can lid as a shield, she advanced on the pair, only to find them gone by the time she reached the spigot and turned off the water.[image: Image]

	Granted, his life was bad, but at least he didn’t have to babysit those two things. Peter was grateful for the chain link fence keeping them off the street.

	Just then, their eyes locked on him, like pit bulls watching a hunk of roast beef.

	Peter was next on the menu.

	The toddlers scooped handfuls of mud from one of their puddles and readied them.

	“Oh, crap.” He definitely didn’t want to be wearing that all over his face.

	With a burst of speed, he sprinted ahead of the twin mud balls that splattered through the fence.

	Who put their kids in daycare on Saturday?

	Then again, these were clearly not ordinary toddlers. They were monsters. Peter didn’t envy their parents.

	Peter had heard a rumor that Mary Higgins, the daycare manager, was the only woman alive who could handle those creatures.

	Sure enough, by the time Peter reached Main Street and looked back, she had the hose on, and the toddlers were now using the trash can as a shield.

	At that moment, he felt just like them—only without a shield. The world was bent on spraying him in the face and he was just supposed to take it.

	Peter slowed to a sulking trot, hands in his pockets. He passed Sheik-Fil-A without looking to see J working the drive-through window in her mandatory Middle Eastern garb.[image: Image]

	Fast-food servers dressed in Arabian attire serving chicken—it was the kind of thing that could have only been pulled off in a backwoods town like Surly. But it vied with Little Cheezers as the number one place in Surly to buy dinner.

	As he passed Sheik-Fil-A, Peter told himself that not visiting J before his appointment only made sense. She would probably offer him something and he didn’t want to have food stuck all in his braces.

	Something about not slavishly stopping to say hi to J felt like one less strap around his chest.

	Wondering if this newfound feeling of freedom would last, Peter cut through the mostly empty parking lot of Harold’s Market. With a wistful look back at the grocery store and the hummus in the deli that he had never even tried yet, Peter darted across Main Street.

	He still had a few minutes before his appointment, but low on cash as he was, he didn’t even have enough for cheap loot at Dollar Shrub.

	Wishing it was a portal to anywhere else, Peter pushed through the door to Dr. Payne’s office.

	The receptionist smiled at him, a glittering white grin of perfect teeth.

	Peter grimaced back, his lip catching on his braces.

	Taking a seat in the waiting room, Peter stared at the pages of an old issue of Field and Stream magazine he had probably read twice already. At least this one didn’t have anything to do with PB&J. There were several old magazines in the magazine rack that he knew for a fact contained the dreaded picture. They were as old as Peter himself, but the town wouldn’t let it go. Being Peter Barnes, public spectacle #1 of Surly, felt like having a rash he couldn’t scratch, or a sneeze that wouldn’t come. His unease only grew when he was led to the back room to get his braces tightened.

	“Hello, Peter Barnes.”

	“Dr. Payne.” Literally.

	“If it isn’t our town hero,” the orthodontist beamed. “How are you?”

	Before Peter could protest, Dr. Payne added, “And how is J?” He bounced his eyebrows suggestively. “Not long until these braces are off. Although, I wouldn’t be surprised to find you two in here with your braces stuck together. Wow, that would make a picture!”

	Peter was sure if he swung hard enough, he could knock the man out.

	Then he remembered Emo-G.

	Dr. Payne’s adopted daughter Gabriella regularly posted memes of dead animals to Pinstaglam. But the thing that really gave Peter the jitters was Emo-G’s third-degree black belt from ten years of after-school karate. It was apparently what rich people used instead of daycare or state-funded after-school assistance programs.

	Peter forced his clenched fists to open. “Let’s get this over with.”

	Dr. Payne flashed his never-failing smile. “Someone to meet?”

	J would be expecting him to drop by, like always. But why? Was he doing it because the town expected him to? Because Bilford D. Payne, kid face torturer, expected him to?

	What if I just took a break?

	That wouldn’t work. He couldn’t just avoid J. They lived next door to each other. They went to the same school.

	No, he had to talk to her. He had to face up to the fact that he didn’t want to be Surly’s famous PB anymore. All his life people had expected him to like peanut butter, eat PB&J sandwiches, and above all, end up with J—the girl with only a letter for a name. Most people in Surly didn’t even know her real name had more than one letter.

	If Juan had the courage to be who he wanted to, so could Peter.

	But if he was going to take his life into his own hands, that meant doing something that would utterly break the town’s expectations.

	He had to peel the slices of bread apart.

	If nobody thought he would ever end up with J, he would be free. It would stop. All the taunting and suggestive looks would go away.

	What would that take?

	Peter had seen plenty of break ups in middle school. Some were over text message, in which literally the entire class somehow piled into the air behind the dumpee’s phone to watch the relationship disintegrate text-by-text, and others in the middle of the hall, complete with locker slamming and gushing tears.

	These things weren’t pretty.

	But they were short. Like getting a sliver out, it would hurt for a while, and then things would be better.

	Peter could be minutes away from no expectations, minutes away from freedom.

	Only a ridiculously awkward conversation stood between where he was and that tantalizing taste of liberty.

	He wasn’t looking forward to it. He didn’t even want to think about it.

	Yet, if he just put an end their relationship, it could all be over soon.

	No more sticky back t-shirts. No more catcalls or creepy suggestive smiles from old ladies at the grocery store.

	J would be mad. But she was popular. She didn’t need him. She could be friends with anyone at school.

	Once the idea of a breakup caught hold, it stuck to his every thought until it felt like he was somehow meant to do this. It was the solution to all his problems.

	I’m going to do it. I’m taking my life back from this town.

	Dr. Payne loomed over Peter with his pliers. “Someone in the neighborhood, perhaps?”

	“Well,” Peter said, his voice tight, “it’s, um. . .”

	“Don’t tell me,” Dr. Payne said.

	Peter found his voice. “Yeah, it’s J.”

	“Well, in that case,” Dr. Payne beamed, adding a truly awkward wink, “I’ll see what I can do to have you on your way in no time.”

	As Dr. Payne replaced the bands on his braces and the feeling of having parts of his face twisted out of place returned, Peter Barnes steeled himself.

	Pent-up determination built up like steam in a pressure cooker capable of turning even the hardest Idaho potatoes mushy in minutes.

	By the time the receptionist handed him a card with the date of his next appointment, Peter was on a collision course with his new life.

	He burst out of the door, intending to head straight for Sheik-Fil-A across the street and end the game once and for all. He was done being the Surly’s kid celebrity plaything.

	Then he was forced to wait on the sidewalk as a semi with a double trailer took its sweet time turning into the Harold’s Market parking lot.

	Inside his pockets, his hands tried to ball into fists. When his right hand closed on a popsicle stick, Peter’s train of thought completely jumped its track.

	He was seven years old again, sitting on J’s front porch. She sat down next to him and gave him a big smile, just as her pink popsicle peeled away from its stick and landed on the cement step. It was hopelessly mired in the gritty grains of sand that always waited around in hopes of a popsicle landing on them.

	J’s face fell. Peter couldn’t bear to watch her cry. He watched as his tiny hand reached out, offering his grape-flavored popsicle. He hadn’t even taken a lick.

	J reached out, offering her sticky popsicle stick in exchange.

	Peter blinked away the memory and drew out the popsicle stick. It wasn’t the one she had given him years ago, although he had no idea how long this particular popsicle stick had been in his pocket. If a popsicle stick ever came back in his laundry basket, he just put it back in his pants pocket. He was so used to having one there he barely noticed it.

	I can’t keep holding on to this. It’s not me. I’m not the town poster boy.

	He thought about dropping the popsicle stick in the gutter, but J might see it outside the orthodontist’s office and think he had dropped it on purpose.

	That was completely paranoid.

	Anyway, it’s littering.

	When the big rig’s belching black smoke had passed, Peter crossed the street. Before his conscience could stop him, he dropped the stick in the dumpster in the corner of the Sheik-Fil-A parking lot—its final resting place.

	His chest felt like he had just run a mile.

	But this would all be over in a few more seconds.

	Peter marched up and knocked on the drive-up window, the weight on his chest growing with every step.

	The window slid open, revealing the smiling face of J Yates, his next-door neighbor for life.

	“Hey, Peter.” She smiled at him. Her big brown puppy dog eyes blinked, tearing at his soul.

	Peter took in J’s familiar Sheik-Fil-A uniform. She was cute to begin with—those ridiculously long eyelashes. But nobody else at Sheik-Fil-A wore the lace-sleeved crop top, shimmering sequin skirt, and the jeweled gold chain that draped across her forehead.

	There was a reason she ran the drive-up window.

	Sheik-Fil-A wasn’t popular with the high school kids because of the overcooked chicken sandwiches. J’s good looks and super-friendliness came in a close second after the tater tots. As soon as Sheik-Fil-A moved J to the drive-through window, after-school sales had gone up eight percent and stayed there—that was according to his mom. Peter’s parents’ accounting firm kept the books for Sheik-Fil-A, so his mom had probably seen the actual numbers.

	J’s manager even convinced the school to give her release time for work-study so she could run the drive-through during the school lunch period on B days.

	“Are you okay?” J asked. Then she jumped as if remembering something. “Oh, I’ve got something for you.”

	She turned and retrieved a peanut butter cup she had doubtless made this morning just for him.

	“I’m fine,” Peter said, not reaching for the peanut butter-laced delicacy.

	“What’s up?” Girls could always tell.

	Peter took a deep breath. This was the moment. “J, I just wanted to say . . .”

	She crossed her arms on the windowsill and laid her chin on her arms, gazing at him.

	“It’s time,” Peter said. “I’m done pretending.”

	“Peter?”

	“I’m not in love with you, J. And I probably won’t ever be. So, I’m not going to date you, or be your boyfriend or marry you. Ever.”

	J gave a pained half-smile. “What are you talking about?”

	“You know what I’m talking about. And besides, I hate peanut butter.”

	“No, you don’t!”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“Since when?”

	“Since now. I’m going to get some hummus.”

	Peter turned and ran across the parking lot to Harold’s Market. It was as though he was running from a bomb. If he ran fast enough, he could get clear of the debris. [image: Image]

	One thing was certain: there was going to be fallout.

	Peter ran through the jittery automatic front doors into Harold’s Market.

	All around, people smiled at him. Some waved. Peter couldn’t meet their eyes.

	A creeping feeling of panic and disgust mingled in his stomach, like a kind of quick-setting cement.

	Peter couldn’t stomach the idea of eating hummus anymore. Instead, he headed to the bathroom at the back of the store. Seeing the state of it, he decided his nauseated stomach would do better elsewhere.

	He ducked his head and hurried back out of the store, refusing to look anyone in the eye. He ran around the store, jumped the back fence, crossed the vacant lot next to the church, and sat down on the side of the road.

	He was in the clear.

	A pickup truck pulled up and stopped. The window rolled down and two high school girls leaned out—he wasn’t sure how they didn’t get stuck. “Hey PB, is it true?” one asked. Her face was pasted with a look of horror, as if someone had been murdered.

	“Is what true?” Peter said, his insides twisting into an even tighter knot.

	“Did you just dump, J?”

	Oh no. If people already knew, then it meant somebody at Sheik-Fil-A had posted it on Pinstaglam. There was no going back now. In a matter of minutes, everyone in Surly would know he had dumped J.

	Peter gritted his teeth. “Yeah. What’s it to you?”

	The girls gasped in unison, as if he had just confessed to holding an entire rescue center full of puppies hostage. One of them looked like she was going to be sick. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

	The other girl stared at him like a schoolteacher about to scold a kid. “That’s just terrible.”

	Peter shrugged. “It’s my life.”

	“You’re the worst person ever,” said the driver, a boy Peter couldn’t see.

	“Same to you!” Peter jumped to his feet, ran behind the truck and across the street. He raced down the cracked and crumbling sidewalk, feeling as though the broken pieces could fall through the ground at any moment and swallow him—almost wishing they would, so he wouldn’t have to face a firing squad of gossiping Surlyians.

	Peter finally reached his house and opened the front door to see Mason and his friends playing with Legos in the front room. His friends were J’s two little brothers who only ever spoke to say they weren’t hungry when Peter’s mom offered them something healthy to eat.

	Peter danced through the minefield, only kicking one Lego creation into insta-blivion in his mad rush to be alone.

	He went to his room, shut the door, pushed his desk chair against it, and sat on his bed.

	His hands shook. He covered his face. “It’s done.”

	“Peter?” called his mom. “Are you home?”

	“Please,” he whispered, “leave me alone.”

	There was a knock on his bedroom door. “Peter?”

	“Go away.”

	She did. Peter was certain her phone was filling up with an equal number of outraged and curious texts from the shocked citizens of Surly.

	PB and J were no longer together.

	It was the end of the world as they knew it.


Chapter 3: Dough

	Peter woke early. It was the second day of the rest of his life. No more PB&J, no more Pig Boy. Maybe he should change his name. The only problem was he probably needed parental consent for that.

	There was plenty else to do. He could be whoever he wanted; do whatever he wanted.

	Peter stared at his closet. He could wear his clothes inside out. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t trying to impress anyone, least of all J. He chose a frumpy flannel shirt and jeans that sagged enough to make it look like he had two butts.

	See how they like that.

	The door to his room opened. The man in the doorway looked like a slightly bigger version of Peter with a bit of a paunch and less hair. “Feed the pigs.”

	“Dad!”

	“That’s the deal. No way I’m covering your car insurance payment for free.”

	“I would literally rather do anything else,” Peter said. “Why does everything to do with money in Surly revolve around things that stink, or are heavy, or stink and are heavy?”

	His dad cinched up a bolo tie—what passed for business dress in Surly. “Tough.” He turned to leave.

	No, he couldn’t let his dad turn him into a life-long Pig Boy . . . But he did need the money.

	“What if I get a job?”

	His dad stopped. “Well . . .”

	“Yeah—I’ll get a job. I’ll pay my own car insurance and gas.”

	That was a tempting offer, he could tell.

	“Sell a half dozen pigs your car’s paid off,” his dad countered. The farm was his hobby. But he liked to pawn it off on Peter, who hated farm work more than braces, and his teeth already felt like somebody had been punching him repeatedly in the face all night.

	His dad put one hand on the door frame. “Well, where are you gonna get a job—Sheik-Fil-A?”

	“No!” Peter blurted out.

	“Well, your friends—”

	“Not Sheik-Fil-A.”

	His dad shrugged. “Not of a lot of other options. Why don’t you just take your chores and—”

	“No. I’ll get a job, I promise.” Now that he saw an out, he wasn’t going to give up this chance to put farm work behind him, once and for all.

	“Well, there is one other option: Little Cheezers. Dustin Roland headed off to college. I imagine they’ll be hiring a new Pizza Boy.”

	“What?” Peter made a gagging face. “Pizza Boy? Like with the cape and the gloves?”

	“And the red underwear on the outside.”

	Pizza Boy didn’t actually wear underwear on the outside, but that didn’t change the way Peter felt about wearing a ridiculous outfit and parading around town like some kind of nut case.

	His dad smiled. He knew victory when he had it. “Looks like pigs are your best bet.”

	Dangit.

	Peter walked to school along Third East to avoid seeing J. It was the first time he hadn’t walked with her since kindergarten.

	Not that he was keeping track.

	He consciously avoided looking at a yellow, oil-burning monstrosity of a school bus as it gassed passed him. There would be toxic glares.

	Peter consoled himself that he only had to walk for a few more days. Next week he would be fourteen and a half and have his learner’s permit. In Surly that was as good as a license.

	Everyone drove everything with only a permit: tractors, quads, trucks. Everyone knew everyone did it. And nobody, including Officer Chubs, the town’s only policeman, would do anything about it.

	But driving would be contingent on getting a job. He was done feeding pigs. There was no way he would give in and do his dad’s hobby for virtual pay. That meant he had no choice but to consider less-savory options.

	Of course, there was always work at the Yates Dairy, J’s father’s business.

	No thank you.

	The smell would linger on you. It was the kiss of death for social life.

	Speaking of socializing . . . Being officially severed from J offered Peter new opportunities. He could hang out with other girls without anyone thinking less of him for it.

	He hadn’t considered that. J was pretty good looking, but it wasn’t like she was the best looking. That was a no-brainer.

	Peter looked up as a black Cadillac SUV pulled up in front of the school. Three identical stick-thin girls with stringy blond hair climbed out. The last one was holding the cell phone they shared.

	The Fates.[image: Image]

	You could hardly see their faces through their long straight hair. But it was widely held that if you got a glimpse of their full beauty you would die instantly of some kind of cardiac trauma, hence the hair to hide their faces.

	Peter regarded them and their distressed tight jeans as they hunched over to collectively check a text.

	Tia, Mia, and Lia—or was it Leah? He wasn’t sure how it was spelled. He wasn’t even sure which one was which. You had to get close enough to see their matching triplet heart bracelets, which had the first letter of their name engraved on them.

	Peter could count on one hand the number of times he had achieved that. A guy in gym class had claimed to be able to tell The Fates apart, but some girls quizzed him, and had he failed.

	Girls could apparently tell them apart easily. Peter figured they were just pretending to make guys feel stupid.

	No other guy in school was dumb enough to try for one of The Fates. Sure, boys would all try to impress them, but none of them actually tried to become their friend.

	No one dared. Anything they did wrong would be shared with the entire civilized world on Pinstaglam.

	The only time a guy ever approached The Fates was when he was really, really desperate for help.

	The Fates could get information on anyone. Their Pinstaglam followers numbered in the ten-thousands.

	Peter walked past. “Hey Tia. Hey Mia. Hey Leah.”

	The three heads looked up and regarded him through forests of split ends.

	Before he knew what had happened, he was cornered—or triangled. The girls had him in a pincer movement.

	What is going on?

	He checked his six—no way out.

	One of them—he presumed it was Tia—stood in front of him. Her face bore a look that could be nothing other than pure loathing.

	Peter had seen that expression on their faces when they had forgotten their lunches and the cafeteria was serving vegetarian meatloaf. They had sat in silence the entire lunch, looking offended.

	Tia just stared at him, like he was vegetarian meatloaf. Then, in a moment of horror and rapture he had only dreamt about, she parted her hair.

	Her dazzling blue eyes bored into his.

	She was gorgeous. Peter’s muscles froze as he stared into the eyes of the legendary beauty. But something about her expression made Peter want to cross his arms in front of his privates, just in case she went for a quick knee to the groin.

	She shook her head. “Why did you do it, Peter?”

	“Uh . . .”

	They rotated in unison, slowly, like the kind of county fair amusement ride that wasn’t worth the tickets it cost.

	Dizzying.

	Is that Mia?

	“Do you even know what you did to her?”

	Leah?

	“Can you even imagine how she is feeling?”

	“Um, no.”

	Now all three lined up in front of him. “If this is some kind of joke, you had better fess up and come up with a really great apology,” Tia said.

	He figured it was Tia. She usually stood in the middle—as far as he knew.

	“Sorry—are you Tia?”

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	The Fate on his right gave him a crusty glare. When he flinched, the one the left snapped a picture of him.

	“What is that for?”

	They turned to leave, their skinny hips swaying in unison. “Your obituary, Peter. What else?”

	“What? Who’s going to kill me?”

	He looked up. The school drop zone was empty, except for one person sitting on a bench. Sitting and staring at him.

	For a moment he thought it was Emo-G. It wasn’t.

	It was J.

	He would have rather faced Emo-G’s wrath, frankly.

	J just stared, as if he wasn’t there.

	He moved. She didn’t. He turned to go in through the glass double doors. She didn’t. Like a statue, she stared ahead.

	Oh my. Peter put a hand up to the side of his head as if he was trying to shield the glare of the morning sun from his eyes while he looked for a friend. The gesture was enough to block J from view so he could pass without seeing her haunting expression.

	She’ll be fine.

	He hoped.

	A few minutes later, Peter’s first period teacher called the roll and stopped at J’s name.

	Her chair was empty, but everyone was looking at him.

	Peter thought of a few snarky things to say, but it didn’t really seem like the way to make him look any better.

	It was his life, not theirs.

	He was spared further staring by the teacher’s attempt to start class.

	“For your free write today,” Mr. Anderson began, “you will write an essay on the topic, ‘My Greatest Aspiration’.”

	Peter raised his hand. “If it’s a free write, why can’t we choose our own topic?”

	“Do you not have a single goal for your life?” Mr. Anderson said. “I would hate to assume based on your previous achievements.”

	Touché. Peter put his hand down. There was nothing worse than having a snarky remark shoved back down your throat by someone whose major life achievement was becoming a freshman English teacher.

	“Whoa, he got you good, Peter,” Aaron West called from across the room. He always sat in front of J Yates in the alphabetical seating chart.

	“Yeah, so?”

	Peter grudgingly started brainstorming possible greatest aspirations and penciled them at the top of his page. 

	Leave Surly.

	Eat hummus.

	Anything besides being a farmer.

	Or a pizza boy.

	The exercise was not going well.

	He looked up. Everyone else was writing furiously, aside from the people sitting near J’s empty seat who continued shooting occasional heated looks at him.

	Peter tried to focus, but he felt too much like a piece of garlic bread somebody had left in the oven too long and was just starting to burn at edges.

	J still hadn’t shown up, and she never ditched class.

	Peter kept looking at the door every few seconds, not sure what he expected to see. J in tears?

	Even if she never showed for English, she would eventually show up in History, his second period class. J was in that one, too.

	He pushed that thought away and wistful pangs of hunger for garlic bread.

	There were bound to be a few awkward moments. He would just have to grin and bear it until people were used to the new, independent Peter Barnes.

	Free of the town’s oppressive expectations, he had his whole life ahead of him to do whatever he wanted.

	And that was the problem.

	To this point in his life, he had been Peter Barnes, local celebrity, destined to be Homecoming King and J Yates his Homecoming Queen—because what could be cuter than that?

	And he could have become town mayor, because who wouldn’t vote for him?

	Or do whatever he wanted, because who wouldn’t want to hire Peter Barnes—the Peter Barnes? 

	That ready-made future wasn’t so sure anymore.

	The bell rang. People filed out quickly leaving him alone in the room with Mr. Anderson, who was ignoring him.

	Peter looked at his nearly empty sheet of paper. His hands were shaking slightly, and he wasn’t even sure why.

	“Do you have a problem, PB?”

	Peter shook his head.

	“Then go to homeroom or you’ll miss announcements. This is my prep period.”

	Peter stood, his unfinished paper clutched in his fingers. He desperately wanted to ask Mr. Anderson something—anything. Ask him what he should be. Ask him . . .

	He was ignoring Peter again.

	As he should. Peter was the last person in class to care about what Mr. Anderson said. Usually, the teacher was spouting off about old boring books written by old people.

	Peter sat back down in his chair.

	Mr. Anderson took off his reading glasses. “Something a matter, Mr. Barnes?”

	Peter shook his head, staring at the chalkboard—yes, chalk. The school couldn’t even afford dry erase boards.

	“Obviously, there is a problem,” he continued, without waiting for Peter to respond. “Do you want to talk to the school counselor?”

	“No!”

	“Well, you’re tardy to your next class. You can visit GuyCo on your way to the office to pick up a tardy slip. I’ll text him to let him know that you are on the way.”

	Peter let out a breath of exasperation. Rather than letting Peter rant about being confused about life and feeling sorry for him and maybe letting him skip announcements, Mr. Anderson had sentenced him to the worst fifteen minutes imaginable: meeting the guidance counselor.

	And if he didn’t go, GuyCo would make a call for him on the public address system.

	“Argh.” Peter grabbed his books and hurried out of the classroom. In less time than he had hoped, he was standing in front of a motivational poster featuring a picture of a big cliff in Yosemite on the front door of a small office. The sign next to the door read. “Guy Jennings, Guidance Counselor.”

	A.k.a. GuyCo.

	Peter knocked.

	The door swung open and there with a big smile, like the uncle you always hoped would fall off a moving train over a large canyon, was GuyCo, with his ratty Surly High sweater, bushy blond mustache, and thinning pate of hair.[image: Image]m

	Peter waved weakly.

	“Come in,” GuyCo said, his voice level. “One of those days, eh?”

	Oh please, let it end quickly.

	Peter’s feet shuffled forward as if he were wearing ankle shackles like the inmates who passed through town in prison buses on the way to the Ames Federal Penitentiary. Peter wasn’t sure which was the real prison: the building with the cells, or the thousands of acres of potato farms surrounding it.

	GuyCo gave a plaintive half-smile, waiting for Peter to talk.

	“How’s it going?” Peter said, hoping GuyCo just wanted to shoot the breeze with small talk.

	“Peter.” That one word was heavy with the kind of serious tone that told Peter he wasn’t getting out of here with a tardy slip any time soon.

	“GuyCo,” Peter replied, “lots of school business going on, eh?”

	“I’m sorry about what you must be feeling,” GuyCo said, ignoring Peter’s attempt to divert the topic from where it seemed to be heading.

	But GuyCo didn’t jump into an accusation. He paused, looking as uncomfortable as Peter felt.

	“I, uh . . .” GuyCo clasped his hands together, put his elbows on his knees, and looked at the ground.

	Peter had never seen him act like that. It was like he was about to make a confessional or something.

	“I spent the last period talking with J.” His face twitched, as though he were trying to control his emotions.

	GuyCo, the man of steel.

	Peter felt increasingly like donut batter in a deep fryer. “I can come back another time.”

	GuyCo motioned with one finger down, like a gym coach ordering push-ups for throwing a dodgeball too hard at a seventh grader. It meant “stay put.”

	GuyCo put his face in his hands. “My job is really hard today. I apologize for . . .” He sat back in his chair, as if weighing his words. “You know, about ninety percent of what goes on in this school shouldn’t be any of my business.”

	That was the first thing GuyCo had ever said that Peter wholeheartedly agreed with.

	“But everything that goes on affects how people feel.”

	Peter didn’t like where this was headed.

	“And that affects how they behave. And that’s where I get dragged in.”

	“Or jump in,” Peter mumbled.

	“Because I care about people, Peter.”

	Peter shrugged.

	“Don’t you?” GuyCo pressed.

	Peter shrugged again. There was an art to dealing with adults. Show enough apathy and they gave up—he hoped.

	“Going out on a limb here,” GuyCo said, rubbing his chin. “You didn’t dump J because of something mean she did to you?”

	Did they teach guidance counselors how to ask trap questions in school? Because as far as Peter was concerned, that was just expert.

	He blew out a breath. This really wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. “No,” he admitted. “I’m just sick of people expecting me to end up with J. No one will ever be satisfied until we’re married or something. I’m in ninth grade! Do you think I want that hanging over me for the rest of high school?”

	“You make a good point,” GuyCo said.

	“What?” Peter couldn’t believe a teacher actually agreed with him.

	“From your perspective, that’s totally fair.”

	Peter was waiting for the catch. There was always a catch. He couldn’t actually be right. Teachers were always right. Kids were always wrong. That’s the way things were.

	“There’s two ways to do life,” GuyCo said.

	And here it comes.

	“One of those ways is looking out for yourself. You have to do some of that.”

	And the clincher. Bring on the guilt trip.

	“Look, I’m not going to try to be your counselor today,” GuyCo said, in as soft a voice as Peter had ever heard him use, and Peter had been in GuyCo’s office probably a dozen times. The adjoining middle school and high school shared an administrative office and GuyCo ran double duty as counselor for both.

	“I just want you to understand,” GuyCo breathed, “those things you do affect other people, too. You broke her heart. You know that, right?”

	Peter shrugged.

	“Peter, there’s a place,” He pointed to his chest. “where feelings are real. They’re more real than that.” He motioned at a wall of tennis team trophies—he was the tennis coach. “More real than just about everything else. Because when all is said and done, the only thing we have are feelings.”

	Peter scratched behind his ear.

	GuyCo blew out a heavy breath that smelled like he’d been eating too many Altoids. “If you ever make it up to her, you’d be a lot closer to being the man you’ve all led us to think you were.”

	“You don’t even know me.”

	“Do I have to?”

	There he went again, using a pithy teacher one-liner. Besides, he really did know Peter. GuyCo always listened to both sides of any story. He didn’t always assume the teacher was right and the kid was the problem. But he seemed pretty sure of himself this time.

	How could he be so sure Peter was wrong to dump J?

	“Proving who you really are is up to you.” GuyCo stood up and put both hands flat on his desk, leaning over it. “If you want to be somebody really great, Peter, it starts with caring about people, and their feelings.”

	Peter looked away. “Who said that?”

	“Jesus—more or less . . . I’m pretty sure.”

	“You can’t quote Jesus in school.”

	“Peter, you go to church.”

	“Yeah, so does everybody in Surly.”

	“She’s hurting—hurting in a way people only can when they’ve let somebody deep down into their heart—someone they care about.”

	“Well, not anymore I guess,” Peter said.

	GuyCo buried his face in his hands again. “Is everything alright at home?”

	“Yeah, why?”

	“State-mandated question.”

	“Oh.”

	GuyCo looked at his wall clock, which hadn’t run since the invention of the cell phone, and then back at Peter. “Why did Mr. Anderson send you to my office?”

	Peter lifted the paper. “Didn’t finish my essay.”

	GuyCo reached out his hand and Peter offered his few lines of barely legible scrawl.

	Leave Surly.

	Eat hummus.

	Anything besides being a farmer.

	Or a pizza boy.

	“My greatest aspiration,” Peter said, attempting to explain the cursory text.

	GuyCo took the paper and went to his wall of fame, where he kept photos of students who had moved on, some to Ivy League schools, others to PAC-12 football teams, a soldier who won a medal, a cancer survivor. He pulled a pin and tacked the paper to the corkboard.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I’m putting you on the board,” GuyCo said. “And I’m going to make you a promise.”

	Peter was flummoxed.

	“If you ever leave Surly—in fact, if you have the strength to do the opposite, to stay—I’ll leave you on that board. Because I’ll tell you one thing, Peter Barnes. I don’t care what you think about your life. God sent you to Surly for a reason.”

	“Preaching in school.”

	“Gosh-darnit—I’ll swear, too!”

	“That’s not swearing.”

	“Peter, you were made for something great. For this town.”

	“For what?”

	GuyCo turned up his hands. “You think J knows? She just believed in you because she could. And what did you do with that? You dumped her like a sack of rotten potatoes—and all for having the heart to care about a kid who only cares about himself.”

	“That’s a lot of words.” It was one of Peter’s best comebacks. He had been saving it, and having finally used it, felt much better.

	“Dismissed.”

	Just like that? Peter hadn’t even been proven wrong. Despite winning the battle, he still felt somehow defeated. Peter left, retrieved his tardy slip from the front desk, and made his way to homeroom to find himself, not stared at, but ignored—utterly.

	He felt like a cow grazing in a pasture outside the football stadium during a big game.

	But that was better than being glared at.

	They’ll give me the silent treatment for a while. Then they’ll get used to it. And I’ll just be Peter Barnes, normal guy. I can get on with my life and stop having all these stupid expectations.

	***

	Feeding the pigs that evening, Peter vowed it would be his last time. He dumped a bin of kitchen scraps into the pigpen and wondered how pigs magically transformed garbage into bacon. He couldn’t understand. Nor did he want to.

	He didn’t want to be a pig boy.

	Unfortunately, his short walk down Main Street after school had yielded no other “help wanted” or “now hiring” advertisements. Besides Sheik-Fil-A, there was only Little Cheezers and the open Pizza Boy position.

	It was either that or pigs. And Peter knew which he preferred.

	Not pigs.

	For at least the next few months, his life would prominently feature a red cape.

	It’s just for a while. As soon as another job opened, he could drop the Little Cheezers gig.

	Peter went to the carport. It was like a garage with only a roof and no walls. He had no idea why somebody in Idaho would build one of those instead of a garage. Hadn’t they heard of winter?

	Under it sat a red Hyundai Elantra salvage title vehicle his dad had picked up at auction. It was there waiting for the taking. His mother had been sucked into the vortex of fitness cycling and wouldn’t drive anywhere but Boise or Pocatello, and his dad always drove the truck.

	It was his if he could make the car payments, and when he turned 15, the car insurance.

	He looked from the car to the pen where the pigs sat there looking like pork chops to be fried, and back to the car.

	Fine. I’ll do it.

	Peter walked the four blocks to Little Cheezers, crossing the street once to get on the opposite side from Sheik-Fil-A and once again to get back across the street to Little Cheezers.

	He waited for the stoplight this time, just in case the manager was watching out the window.

	Peter stepped inside.

	“What kind of pizza do you want?” asked the pudgy guy behind the counter. Peter wasn’t sure how old he was. But he had been working there for as long as Peter remembered, the kind of failure-to-launch that his parents were always warning him about. He probably lived in his parents’ basement and spent all his non-working hours playing video games.

	His shirt had “DB” in big puffy block letters, as if they were made of rising dough.

	So, Pizza Boy wasn’t the establishment’s only mascot. This was obviously “Dough Boy.”

	This was the illustrious company he would be keeping.

	Peter squared his shoulders. “I’m here to apply for the open position.”

	“Oh.” Dough Boy nodded and then hollered over his shoulder, “Hey, Matt—new driver.”

	A lanky kid stepped out from behind the pizza oven machine that took uncooked pizzas in one side and spat them out “Hot and Melty” on the other. Matt was so tall and skinny that, for a second, Peter wondered if he had somehow been stretched out by getting stuck in the machine.

	“Oh, it’s Peter Barnes.” He walked up to the order counter. “So, you want to take Dustin’s spot as Pizza Boy?”

	“Um.” Truthfully, no. But this was his only chance to escape pig-doom. “Yes.”

	“You got your license yet?”

	“Permit next week.”

	“Fine. But you gotta pass the driver’s test. That’s the policy.”

	“Okay. It’s not very hard is it?”

	“Piece of cake. GuyCo does the driver’s tests. He’s a pushover.”

	“Perfect.” Peter wasn’t super excited about another hour with GuyCo, and the possibility of another uncomfortable talk about his apparent character flaws. But having someone who would overlook mistakes on the road was all he really needed—just a passing grade.

	Matt clapped his hands together, sending flour dust everywhere. “Okay. Paperwork.” He picked up a clipboard with the job application and handed it to Peter. Then he turned and lifted what looked like an apron off a hook.

	It turned out to be the cape and delivery boy t-shirt, complete with a superhero-style logo featuring the letters “PB” against a background of a pizza slice.

	Peter Barnes, Pizza Boy.

	I’m never going to hear the end of this.

	“Try that on.”

	Peter pulled on the shirt and tied the cape.

	“That’s great, isn’t it?” Matt had a smirk on his face as he said it, which only made Peter feel more like a freak. But he needed the job. Sacrifices had to be made.

	“Dude, PB is your initials, too,” Dough Boy said, his eyes widening as if he had just made the discovery of the century. “Crazy. It’s like your destiny.”

	Peter shrugged.

	“You need some red gloves,” Matt added. “Probably have to make your own because Dustin accidentally burned his on his last day.

	“On purpose,” Dough Boy chimed.

	“Okay, so I need new gloves. When do I start?”

	“Gotta get your paperwork. Then a background check.”

	“Seriously? I’m like fourteen and a half. What kind of stuff do you think you’re going to find?”

	Dough Boy snickered. “Maybe he pooped his pants in kindergarten.”

	“Yeah, I was just kidding about the background check,” Matt admitted. “Just pass the driver’s test. Then you can start. I’ve been trading off deliveries with Dough-Boy.”

	“I’m like super almost late every time because I have to run the cash register, too,” Dough Boy added.

	“Okay,” Peter said. “Sounds good.”

	“Alright, Pizza Boy! See you next week.” Matt gave Peter an encouraging thumbs-up.

	They must be desperate.

	Peter pushed the door open and walked back outside. He hadn’t asked about pay, but it would be minimum wage at least—plus tips. Although, most of that would just go toward paying for gas.

	“Wait!” Matt came running out of the store. He held a large triangular “Hot and Melty” sign with magnets on the bottom to stick to his car’s roof. “For safety . . . and glory.”

	It was as though the heavens had opened and a sunburst of glittering golden rays had just appeared. Peter Barnes was about to get the town’s most respected icon.

	Around Surly, there were only two rules of the road. Don’t mess with tractors, and the “Hot and Melty” sign has right of way.

	Hot and Melty pizza was a way of life, an institution.

	This was true power. Peter’s hands trembled slightly as he took the cheese wedged-shaped roof sign. “Thanks.”

	“Only use it when you’ve got Hot and Melty pizza on board,” Matt reminded.

	“Right.”

	Peter tucked the sign under his arm. He was halfway home before he realized he was still wearing the Pizza Boy costume.

	It was the stares that gave it away.

	He wondered if he could hold the sign over his head and stop traffic to cross the street.

	Crossing guards did it.


Chapter 4: Chicken

	Through the drive-up window, J watched Peter walking down Main Street. He looked so smug in his Pizza Boy outfit.

	She would have been so excited for him. They had jobs only a block away. Peter would honk whenever he drove by and she would wave.

	He wasn’t waving. He was carrying the Hot and Melty sign under his arm like he was a knight with the head of a dragon.

	She was one he killed—her life anyway.

	What was she supposed to do? Pretend that the biggest piece of her life, her future, hadn’t just blown up?

	Peter could have worked with her at Sheik-Fil-A. He could have—

	J had to stop that train of thought.

	Besides, a truck was turning into the drive-through lane. She would have to take an order when they had finished staring at the menu sign.

	People from out of town took a lot longer to order.

	Speaking of ordering, J wouldn’t mind heading over to the new friend store to place an order.

	“Yeah, I’d like a friend that doesn’t stab you in the back, maybe some caring on the side.”

	But it wasn’t a done deal yet. He still had to pass his driver’s test.

	What if he fails?

	He wouldn’t. Peter could drive. He was from Surly. Kids were practically born driving quads and tractors.

	The idea was tantalizing, though. What if he did fail? Then he would see how it feels to have his heart stomped on and senselessly crushed—like a snail on the pavement under the wheels of a kid’s skateboard.

	But J Yates was not the kind of person who could think of ways to prevent someone from passing their driver’s test. She was the kind of person who could give someone a hug after they failed and encourage them to try again.

	I need help.

	J reached into her purse and drew out the pre-paid data plan card she had been saving for just such an occasion.

	It was worth two gigabytes.

	She turned away from the drive-up window. “Hey Taylor, can you get his order? I gotta make a call.”

	“Sure,” Taylor answered with a bored voice.

	She stepped out the back door by the dumpster and checked the drive-through to make sure nobody else was coming.

	After a moment of hesitation in which her broken heart stabbed her three times with each painful beat, she dialed The Fates.

	“Hi. This is J.”

	“We know—caller ID.” A distinct, but almost identical voice added. “Anyway, we figured you would call.”

	“I need help.”

	“What kind of help?” asked the third voice.

	“Sabotage.”

	There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Officially, we don’t approve of working outside the law.”

	Another voice chimed. “But since this involves Peter—and we know it does—we officially approve.”

	The third voiced added. “But it’s going to cost you.”[image: Image]

	“I’ve got two gigs.”

	“Text us the code.”

	J texted the pin number for the data plan card.

	After a short pause one of The Fates said. “It’s good.”

	“Great,” J said. “So, where’s my information?”

	After another short pause, one of The Fates—she was pretty sure it was Leah—said, “Talk to the USDA inspector when he comes to the dairy this Friday. The initials on his uniform are ‘T.S.A.’ Tell him you have a job for Soccer Mom.”

	“Who is Soccer Mom?”

	“Nobody knows, J.”

	“Not even you?”

	“Not even us.”

	Weird.

	They hung up.

	J tucked her phone into the waistband of her Sheik-Fil-A skirt. A new feeling trickled through her—a strange and foreign sensation.

	She was scheming.

	She hadn’t felt so alive since she had a weekend where she didn’t have to babysit her little brothers while her parents went on a date.

	If Peter Barnes thought he could treat their friendship like a piece of trash and go on like nothing had happened, he was in for a big surprise.

	***

	A few days later, J waited in the business office of the dairy. She still wore the sequin skirt and crop top with puffy lacey sleeves from Sheik-Fil-A. She even had the shimmering chain of gold coins and fake rubies strung across her forehead.

	Somehow, despite everybody knowing she was the owner’s daughter who worked at Sheik-Fil-A—it felt like a layer of anonymity.

	She checked her phone.

	4:30 p.m. It was getting late.

	Finally, a long white sedan that looked like a converted police cruiser pulled up on the gravel driveway. The USDA logo on the side told her this was the man she was looking for.

	This was a member of the Soccer Mom’s syndicate that controlled Surly from behind the scenes. A real criminal, or as close to a real criminal as J had ever met.

	Was he dangerous?

	No. A USDA inspector would never dare do something dastardly on duty. Still, a growing sense of concern climbed up her insides as the man stepped out of his car. [image: Image]

	J watched through the grimy windows as the inspector did his rounds and came to the office to drop off the inspection sheet. She held her breath as he walked up to her.

	“Where’s the admin?” he asked.

	J checked the initials on his white inspector’s coat.

	T.S.A.

	It was just like The Fates had said. This was the guy. J’s sense of worry spread to down her fingers. Her palms were slick with sweat. She suddenly wanted to look around to make sure no one was watching, even though she knew they were alone.

	J swallowed the lump in her throat and marshaled herself. She wasn’t a kid anymore. This was just a mutually beneficial arrangement. “The admin left early today,” J said. “I’ll take that.” She took the inspection receipt from the tall man.

	“You work at Sheik-Fil-A or something?”

	So, he wasn’t a genius.

	J straightened up and looked him in the eye. “I have a job for Soccer Mom.”

	T.S.A. did a quick check of the room with his eyes. “Never heard of her.”

	He turned and walked outside.

	J followed close on his heels. “Wait a minute.” She had gone to all the trouble of paying the fates for this contact. She wasn’t going to let him just ignore her.

	He gave a wave with his finger, silencing her, whispering, “Careful. Could be recording devices.”

	“We don’t have recording devices at our dairy,” Jay said, speaking even louder. She gestured at the holding pens. “What would they do with them, sell recordings of cows mooing?”

	“It’s my job to be careful, miss. Don’t tell me how to do it.”

	J crossed her arms. “So, are you going to help me, or not?”

	“Depends on if you can help Soccer Mom.”

	This was a twist, but she should have expected it.

	“Wh . . . what kind of help?”

	“Social media support. Maybe a few errands.”

	“Fine. Whatever. I just need her to keep Peter Barnes from passing his driver’s test.”

	T.S.A. smirked. “No problem. Soccer Mom is already aware of the situation.”

	“What is she planning to do about it?” If Soccer Mom tried to sabotage his car, Peter could always use one of the school driver’s ed cars. And it would probably cost money to fix his car. Who was going to pay for that?

	“GuyCo isn’t going to give the test,” T.S.A. explained. “The backup driving instructor is Mo.”

	“Mo—the motivational speaker? The guy who lives in a van and showed up for the ‘Just Say No’ drug assembly last year smelling like cigarette smoke?”

	T.S.A. gave a nod of consolation. “He’s an idiot. But he’s useful for persuading kids. Soccer Mom’s empire is built from the ground up.”

	“She recruits kids?”

	“Toddlers, in fact.”

	J wrinkled her nose in disgust. “That’s sick and wrong.”

	“That’s business.”

	J was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with this deal. “So now what?”

	“Just follow Soccer Mom’s plan, and GuyCo will miss out on the driver’s test. Then Mo will flunk Peter Barnes.”

	That was simple enough. Soccer Mom had a scheme. J would do her part. And Peter would flunk his test.

	There had to be a catch. Nobody did favors for free. Except maybe her.

	“Then,” T.S.A. added, “you wait for instructions. This year Soccer Mom is going to make her move. I trust she’ll have your support.”

	It felt like buying one of those mystery grab bags at Dollar Shrub, like stuff nobody else wanted was being pushed on you.

	“What kind of move?” J asked.

	“A takeover of the most powerful position in all of Surly: PTA president.”

	J’s eyes widened. Whoever this Soccer Mom was, she was ambitious.

	The current PTA president was Lessa Payne, wife of J’s orthodontist. Thanks to Dr. Payne’s donations, the PTA was flush with cash. But if Lessa wasn’t voted president, and that donation from Payne’s Orthodontics didn’t come through, the PTA risked bankruptcy. Unseating her would take a miracle—or a lot of money.

	Whatever it takes.

	“Tell Soccer Mom the test is Tuesday,” J said. “Mo better be ready.”

	T.S.A. took a sip from his 36 oz. soda, which J was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to be drinking while doing food safety inspections. “He will. And don’t go poking around nowhere for Soccer Mom. She’ll arrange a delivery with your instructions. See you around.”


Chapter 5: Carne Asada

	The famous baby picture stayed up in the storefronts on Main. Peter guessed maybe folks were so used to seeing them that they didn’t notice it anymore, or else they didn’t care that he and J weren’t going to end up together anymore. Maybe it was just a picture of two babies to them. The real people behind the photo didn’t matter. Perhaps it was some kind of irrational hope for some happy ending, like community college football fans.

	But in this world where nothing ever changed, something had.

	Peter now had a job. He could spend his allowance without worrying about rationing. He was going to enjoy some well-deserved benefits of impending cash flow: a dragon roll, the most expensive item on the Sushi King menu.

	Peter walked through the farmers’ market in the parking lot of the elementary school until he spotted Juan’s Sushi Cart and got in line behind a mom with two kids.

	“I’d like a carne asada burrito and two plain quesadillas,” she said. “And, um, do you have tater tots?”

	“Lady, this is a sushi cart.”

	Peter did a slow-motion forehead slap.

	“Excuse me?” said the woman.

	“This is a sushi cart, not a burrito stand—it says ‘Sushi King’”.

	Peter tried not to snicker.

	“Okay, I’d like a carne asada sushi and the tots.”

	Peter snorted into a laugh.

	The woman glared over her shoulder at Peter and then rolled her eyes back to Juan and made a put-out “uh” sound. “Like, it’s not a complicated order.”

	Big Juan sighed. “Sushi is cuts of vegetables and raw fish rolled up in rice and seaweed. We also serve sashimi—raw fish cuts, temaki—hand rolls, and nigiri—raw fish on rice balls.”

	“Okay,” said the woman. “Okay. So, you don’t have quesadillas?”

	“No cheese.”

	“Alright, just the tots then.”

	Juan gestured to his immaculate sushi station. “Traditional Japanese sushi only.”

	The woman with increasingly furrowed eyebrows looked from Juan to Peter. “Let’s just go to Sheik-Fil-A and get some Chikin Stix.” She grabbed her two kids and hauled them away.

	Peter shook his head and stepped up to one of the bar stools. “What’s up, Juan?”

	“Hey, man. What’ll it be?”

	“Dragon roll with unagi.”

	“You got it.”

	Peter gestured with his thumb at the Surlyians milling about the farmers’ market. “These people . . . seriously.”

	“Seriously.”

	“Can I get a carne asada sushi?” Peter imitated the woman’s voice. She had just made his whole day.

	Juan spread the rice over his sushi roller. “I get it all the time, man. People are so prejudiced.”

	“Totally.”

	“You got your permit yet?” Juan asked.

	“Next week.”

	“Oh hey—check it out. You know the PTA lady, the orthodontist guy’s wife?”

	“Lessa Payne.”

	“Yeah, her. She worked out a deal with the school board to get some nutritious meals in the schools. I get to bring my sushi cart to campus, bro.”

	Peter nearly fell off his stool. “What?”

	“You heard me.” He topped the sliced dragon roll with his secret sauce and plated it with practiced ease. “Sushi at school.”

	“I’m in shock.”

	“Yeah, bro. That PTA lady is the best. One Sushi King dragon roll.” He handed Peter the rectangular plate. “Next order?”

	A college-age kid stepped up to the mobile sushi bar. “Can I get the two-item bento with, um, tonkatsu and the salmon nigiri?”

	That guy hadn’t said anything to Peter or even glared at him. People seemed to be getting over the PB and J breakup. Sushi at school. Easy pizza delivery job. No feeding pigs.

	Peter ripped open a soy sauce packet and poured it onto his wasabi.

	Things were looking up.

	***

	J sat at a table under the big pavilion in Heritage Park. The other twenty tables were empty. She had eaten half of her Sheik Shake. It was all she could stomach.

	She didn’t have anyone to share the rest with. Maybe she would just throw it away.

	It wasn’t the only thing weighing on her. This Soccer Mom was supposed to contact her. But where? And when? J hoped it wasn’t blatantly obvious, like some strange man walking up to her in public.

	“Who’s Peto?”

	J turned to see a little girl in a frilly pink dress staring at her from a few feet away. J’s mind spun, trying to think of what to say to the cute little girl.

	“Peter dumped me.”

	“Wif a dump twuck?”

	J would have preferred that.

	“No. It means he . . . doesn’t want to be my friend anymore.”

	“‘Cause you took his toys?”

	The little girl, with her giant glistening blue eyes, was just adorable. J wished she would be adorable over at the playground behind the softball backstop.

	She forced a smile. “Peter doesn’t—” The words wouldn’t come. They stuck in her throat. —like me.

	Was that true?

	Change the subject. Little kids were easily distracted.

	J turned to get her Sheik Shake to offer it to the girl. When she turned back there were two of them. Twins. Pink dresses. Giant unblinking anime eyes staring up at her.

	“Peto dumped houh,” said the first twin.

	“Wif a dump twuck?” said the second.

	“Yes. She didn’t take his toys eevo.”

	J felt like a brain freeze headache was coming on, only it wasn’t brain freeze. “He didn’t dump me with a dump truck,” J said, forcing as polite a smile as she could. She tried to explain, but again the words wouldn’t come. “Would you like the rest of my shake? It’s strawberry. It will match your dresses when you spill it on them.”

	“You haf joums,” said the second, as the first twin took the shake and looked into it suspiciously.

	“Germs?”

	The girls nodded in unison.

	“Not very many.”

	“Peto has joums. Boys have wots of joums.”

	“Yeah. Maybe that’s why he dumped me.”

	“His joums dumped you?” said the first girl, her little barely visible blond eyebrows furrowed with exertion. That cute little mind was trying to imagine cooties dumping J.

	“I think so,” J said, her forced grin now pasted on her face like she’d just had a face lift and double Botox injections. J tried to divert them. “Look, there’s your mom over there.”

	“No. Mommy is ovuh dayuh, hoading hands wif daddy.”

	J followed her finger to see a young couple on adjacent swings, holding hands as they tried to stay synchronized.

	“Married” was the playground term.

	J just stared, unable to look away, as a Solo Trucking big rig drove past. It was followed by a Single Source Logistics van, and a Lone Wolf Feed Store flatbed. It was like the traffic through Surly had nothing better to do than remind her she was alone.

	A strange and unfamiliar emotion spread through J.

	Rage.

	Then a cool sensation spread across her lap. She jerked to her feet and looked down to see her pink Sheik Shake all over her lap. “Ah!”

	The smiling little girl with the upturned shake cup in her hand pointed at the growing stain on J’s white pants. “It matches youh pants too,” she beamed.

	J looked like she had wet herself.

	There was literally nothing to clean up with. And she had a long walk home ahead of in front of nosey neighbors. J grabbed the cup back from the girl. “Sorry. I need this.”

	She went home, carrying her empty Sheik Shake with her hands clasped strategically between her legs.

	When she reached her cul-de-sac, a toddler pedaled his big wheel trike to a stop in front of her driveway.

	Not another one, please.

	He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small baby bottle. He let it fall to the ground deliberately, glanced at her wet pants with a disappointed expression, and rode away.[image: Image]

	What the heck?

	J looked down at the bottle. It had a small piece of paper tied to it with a rubber band.

	This wasn’t a random toddler, she realized. It was the delivery from Soccer Mom.

	Soccer Mom really did have toddlers doing her dirty work.

	J reached down and picked up the bottle, hiding it in her hand. She headed inside, almost certain her parents would notice she was up to something.

	How was the toddler so cool about working for a secret underground organization with questionable principles?

	They probably gave him Otter Pops.

	J ducked into her room, shut the door, leaned against it, and started to remove the paper.

	She stopped. Looking up, she spied Peter’s bedroom window through her blinds. J reached up, closed the blinds, and retreated to her bed.

	Some things hurt too much to even think about. Obviously, he was being completely self-absorbed. But he hadn’t just freed himself from her; he had completely demolished her world. Everything she had ever thought about where her life would go was slipping away like a kid riding a sheep at the county fair.

	Peter Barnes wasn’t going to get away with that. Maybe he just needed a wakeup call. A reality check.

	That’s what she told herself. Sabotaging his driver’s test was really helping him. A few hard knocks and he would rethink his decision.

	J looked down at the message on the bottle. The paper was typewritten—like with an old school typewriter, including correction marks.

	Weird.

	Probably didn’t want to leave an electronic trail. But here, in Surly, the most common sort of trails were the types left by horses in the Surly Days parade.

	The paper read “Special ingredient for a runny shake.”

	J looked at the bottle and nearly laughed. “Nastor Oil?” A shake with Nastor Oil would cause the runs. “A diarrhea shake.”

	So that was Soccer Mom’s plan: poison GuyCo.

	J sat on the bed with a vial of instant diarrhea in her hand. A thrill of excitement raced through her. She hadn’t ever harbored a secret desire to make a teacher have to spend an afternoon in the bathroom. But that was the magic of it. She had never done anything devious ever. It was like a challenge.

	Peter got away with treating all of Surly like they were poop scum on a toddler’s training pants.

	So, she could either sit there and do nothing, or she could take matters into her own hands. Right now, there was an option in her hands.

	GuyCo came to Sheik-Fil-A for lunch every day and ordered a plain Chicken Crescent Sandwich and a strawberry Sheik Shake. All she had to do was add the Nastor Oil and GuyCo would be out of commission for Peter’s driver’s test. Mo, the motivational speaker, would flunk Peter and the arrogant jerk would be left with no other option than get a job a Sheik-Fil-A—if she put in a good word with the manager.

	All the power was in her hands.

	Somebody had to make things right.


Chapter 6: Shakes

	Peter Barnes felt the keys in his pocket. They were real. The red Hyundai was his. The job was his. His life was under control—his control, not his parents, not Surly, not J, not anybody else. He counted off the seconds before the bell would ring. Once school was out, he could start his new job. He would check in at work for the new employee orientation, then pass the driver’s test, finish work, and spend several hours playing video games without his parents nagging at him to feed the pigs, get a job, or do anything.

	He looked over at Tia—he knew it was her because she was the only one of The Fates in his earth science class and the teacher read her name on the role every day.

	“Hey, Tia.”

	She looked over at him. At least he assumed she was looking at him. Her face was pointed toward his desk, but it was hard to tell what her eyes were doing behind the curtain of blonde hair.

	“What are you doing after school?” he asked.

	Tia pointed her pencil at his chest like a weapon. “None of your business. The question is, what are you doing after school?”

	“Going to start my new job at Little Cheezers.”

	“I know,” Tia said. “It was all over Pinstaglam.”

	“What—really?”

	“Yeah. And good luck with your driver’s test. I hope you crash and die.”

	Peter winced. “Sure thing.” He was ninety-nine percent sure that wasn’t going to happen. The driver’s test route ran through a few neighborhoods, onto the highway, did a U-turn at the feed store, and then wound back to parallel parking in front of the church on Hillstead Ave. He had the route down cold.

	The bell rang and Tia stood up, grabbed her bag, and said, “I’ll be watching.”

	***

	Fifteen minutes later, Peter stood in the stuffy backroom of Little Cheezers, red cape in place and wearing the t-shirt with the superman logo featuring the letters “PB”. The red ball cap and handmade patent red leather gloves of Surly’s most famous public figure—Pizza Boy—completed his outfit. He looked in the small mirror of the employee bathroom and struck a pose. “Dang, I look good.”[image: Image]

	The back door banged shut and lanky Matt, the so-called Big Cheese, crossed his arms. “So, you actually showed up.”

	“Yeah,” Peter said, stepping out the restroom. “Where’s Dough Boy?”

	“Dough Boy is a late sleeper,” Matt said. He gave a wave of his hand. “I called him ten minutes ago. He’ll be here before the dinner rush.”

	“Late sleeper? It’s three o’clock in the afternoon.”

	“Yep.” Matt began folding flat pizza boxes. “So, you got any questions?”

	“Uh, no. I mean, it’s pretty simple, right? Get the order, go to the address, deliver the pizza, get the money with the card swipe thing, give ‘em the stare if they don’t tip.”

	“You got it,” Matt said. “It’s like you were Dustin’s understudy.”

	“Like every kid in Surly.”

	“Yeah, but there’s only one PB!” Matt howled like a wolf.

	Peter gave a tentative howl and got an enthusiastic thumbs-up from Matt.

	“So that’s new employee orientation?”

	“Yep. There’s some food handler’s permit you might have to get later if you help in the back. Just deliver it Hot and Melty and everybody will be happy.”

	“Hot and Melty,” Peter said. “No problem.”

	“It’s the cheese.” Matt gave a wary look over his shoulder before explaining. “Special blend from Ash Valley Cheese. Nobody else can make it like that. It stays melty longer.”

	“That’s the big secret?” Peter laughed. “Special cheese.”

	“Special cheese, bro.” Matt hefted a bag of flour, ripped the top, and dumped it in the steel drum of the dough mixer.

	“Cool . . . so, if that’s it, I’ll just go take my driver’s test. Should be back in like an hour, maybe less.”

	“Do it, man.”

	Peter waved, walked out the back door, and climbed into the red Hyundai. Matt leaned his head out the window. “What about the sign?”

	Peter reached into the back seat and held up the “Little Cheezers: Hot and Melty” pizza sign for his car roof. “Got it right here. It goes on as soon as I pass the test.”

	“Go Pizza Boy!”

	“See you, Matt.”

	He was completely weird, but a decent guy.

	Peter drove carefully into the north parking lot of the school where he was supposed to meet GuyCo. A beater sedan full of kids passed him going the other direction, music blaring, arms waving out the open windows like a short-tentacled octopus with four tires. One of the kids in the car did a double take at his pizza boy cap.

	A smug sense of satisfaction settled on Peter. He was important. And it was all too easy.

	That was when he saw the rusty brown van in the north parking lot. Mo?

	Peter pulled up to the side of the van and the familiar face of Surly’s most controversial figure grinned at him.

	Mo, the motivational speaker, had a million-dollar smile, a greasy comb-over hairdo, and a plaid suit that looked like he had either bought it at the thrift store or owned it since about the time the comet killed the dinosaurs. The white flakes on the shoulders of the suit might even be ash from the comet strike—or a bad case of dandruff.[image: Image]

	“Have you seen GuyCo?”

	Mo just kept on smiling. “GuyCo can’t make it. Luckily, I was available on short notice.”

	Peter swallowed. “Yeah.”

	“So, hop in the van and we can get this over with.”

	Peter was not about to volunteer to take the driver’s test in a van. Parallel parking that thing would be next to impossible. “Uh, pretty sure I’m not supposed to get in a van with strange people.”

	“Funny, Peter.” Mo looked over his shoulder. “Ah, why not? You can flunk in an import as easily as a quality American-made Ford.

	Peter put the red Hyundai in park and Mo climbed in, clipboard in hand. “Alright. Let’s go.”

	“You going to put on your seat belt?” Peter said.

	Mo looked down and then made a mark on his clipboard and buckled his belt.

	He’s not going to fool me that easily.

	Peter drove up to the street and signaled left.

	“Where do you think you’re going?”

	“The usual driver’s test route,” Peter said. “The one GuyCo does.”

	“Well, GuyCo is not here. Go right. I haven’t seen Snake Canyon in a while. Need to scout some spots for the deer hunt.”

	“Yeah, funny.”

	“Turn right,” Mo said, pointing in the direction of the river gorge south of town.

	A bit of sweat slickened Peter’s palms as he turned right. Mo had to be kidding. Snake Canyon wasn’t even a two-lane road—more like one-and-a-half . . . and a prayer. Once they got to the edge of town, Mo would probably have him take the lane past the corn maze and head out to the highway.

	They passed the corn maze and Peter looked over at Mo. The middle-aged man showed no sign of breaking his composure, no laugh, no “just kidding, kid—make a U-turn.”

	The sign at the unlocked forest service gate warned, “Snake Canyon Road Closed Oct-Mar.”

	A quarter mile later he passed another sign. “Narrow road, no passing.”

	Then another. “6% grade next five miles.”

	And the kicker, a sign riddled with shotgun holes, proclaiming, “Leaving Surly, Idaho—come back soon!” [image: Image]

	Peter checked his grip on the wheel and looked in his mirrors. So far, Mo hadn’t even asked him to make an emergency stop, change lanes, or make any three-point turns.

	Maybe he didn’t know what he was doing.

	“You want me to show you a U-turn?” Peter volunteered.

	“Just keep on this road,” Mo said, “unless you don’t think you’re ready for the driver’s test. Don’t want to take you on a road you aren’t ready for.”

	Peter set his jaw. “You want to see Snake Canyon? Fine by me.” Peter checked his mirrors again. There was nobody in view.

	What was Mo thinking to take a driver’s ed student down Snake Canyon?

	Peter was going to have to bring his A-game. He could be docked points for driving outside his lane or taking a turn too fast. As the road dropped down into a forested canyon headed for the bottom of the Snake River gorge, Peter shifted into low to avoid burning out the brakes. His dad always reminded his mom to downshift on roads with a steep grade.

	“That was a pretty rough shift.” Mo made a mark on his page. “Should have slowed down more before changing to low.”

	“Yeah, of course.” Peter wanted to wipe a bead of sweat from his forehead but didn’t want to get docked for taking his gloved hands off the wheel. Braking before a switchback, Peter managed to keep his car wheels from dipping into a rut on the shoulder but couldn’t help from swinging the car across the faded yellow midline.

	“That’s out of your lane.”

	“What was I supposed to do—drive over the bush back there?”

	“I don’t make the test rules.” Mo’s expression was as smug as a HaulMart employee when you asked if they had the shoe you wanted in your size. “If it’s not on the shelf . . .”

	You’re hosed.

	Peter took the next turn even slower, keeping his left wheel inside the yellow line, but dropping his back-right wheel off the pavement.

	“Looks like you just ran off the road.” Mo made another mark.

	“How is that—” Peter bit off his comment. Arguing with the man would only make him angry.

	After several grueling minutes of descent into Snake Canyon, Peter caught a glimpse of something looming in this rearview mirror.

	“Whoa!”

	The sedan full of kids he had seen at the school parking lot was coming up fast—really fast.

	Peter hit the brakes and pulled off to one side, his wheel riding up onto the steep canyon slope.

	Mo gave a yelp of panic and raised his arms in case Peter ran the Hyundai through one of the rapidly approaching trees.

	The overloaded sedan flashed past, horn blaring and kids shouting at the top their lungs. Peter moved back onto the road.

	“Crazy kids,” Mo muttered. “Looks like they need to retake driver’s ed.”

	Peter looked up at the car speeding ahead on the road.

	The brake lights were on. He relaxed for a moment as he realized the teens were going to slow down.

	But they didn’t slow down. The brake lights stayed on as they careened down the narrow road.

	Arms waved frantically from the out-of-control vehicle.

	“What the—” Peter slammed on the gas, peeling out as the engine rpm’s shot up.

	“Hey!” Mo yelled. “That’s reckless driving.”

	“Look. Their brake lights are on.” Peter pointed to the car ahead of them. “They’ve lost their brakes.” Peter shifted back into overdrive and floored the pedal, pushing the Hyundai to its limit.

	“Are you nuts? You’re going to crash.”

	“They’re going to die!”

	Peter’s heart thundered as he willed himself to do something. It was like a nightmare come alive.

	I can stop them if I can get in front.

	The sedan was gaining speed, but Peter was picking up speed faster. This section of the road wound gently from side to side as it neared the bottom of the canyon. But at the end was a sharp turn at the gorge onto a bridge. At that speed, they wouldn’t make it. The car would go over the edge of a hundred-foot drop-off.

	Peter’s speedometer showed 60, then 70, then 80. He closed the distance until he was just behind the out-of-control sedan. It was an Oldsmobile—a real clunker.

	But he was running out of space.

	The road widened at a lookout and Peter jetted around the inside of a bend, just edging ahead of the speeding Oldsmobile. He bounced over a pothole, took his foot off the gas, and pulled in front. A moment later he was jolted backward as the speeding car rear-ended him.

	Ready for the collision, Peter put his foot on the brake and pushed it as hard as he could. All four-disc brakes engaged their anti-lock feature, pulsing rapidly as he fought to stop not only his car, but the massive clunky Oldsmobile pushing on his bumper from behind.

	Mo let out a stream of colorful words Peter would never be able to repeat.

	The bridge showed briefly through a gap in the trees. The turn was coming up.

	“Gotta stop. Gotta stop!” Mo chanted.

	The road ahead turned toward the bridge. Peter turned the wheel, but the force of the vehicle behind his pushed him off the pavement and his tires slid ahead.

	In horror, Peter watched as his red Hyundai to which he had the keys for less than a day, missed the railing designed to catch cars and direct them onto the bridge. Suddenly Peter was using the colorful words as the car behind him turned for the bridge, their bumpers sliding past each other.

	The brake-less Oldsmobile shot by, catching the inside of the bridge’s railing. With a shrieking sound, that threw up a storm of sparks, it headed onto the bridge.

	As his car skidded past the bridge, Peter reversed the steering wheel and tried to turn his car uphill to avoid heading for the rocks at the bottom of the cliff. But his car slid to the side and down the perilously increasing slope. The tires thumped over two large rocks, each impact making Peter think he was going to die. But the jolt from the rocks gave him just enough slowdown to stop the car.

	Peter stared into nothingness. He was pretty sure the front bumper was hanging over the edge of the cliff, and possibly a few inches of tire.

	Peter jerked the gear shift and frantically put the car in reverse while Mo threw opened the passenger door and jumped free of the vehicle.

	On the second try, Peter landed the gear shift in reverse and gunned the engine, backing up along the grooved tracks his skidding tires had carved. Once he was back on the side of the road, he put the car in park, set the emergency brake, and turned off the engine.

	He climbed out of the car about the same time Mo had hiked back up to the road. They both looked down the bridge to where the Oldsmobile had finally stopped a third of the way across.

	“Holy crap,” Peter said, his hands trembling in his new homemade red Pizza Boy gloves. “I can’t believe I just did that.”

	Mo seemed stunned. His mouth was moving but nothing was coming out. They had been this close to death.

	Peter chanced a glance over the edge of the bridge at the roaring Snake River below, imaging a red Hyundai smashed into the rapids. He immediately looked away and ran a gloved hand through his hair. His whole body seemed to be trembling.

	If he hadn’t pulled that crazy stunt, the kids in that car would have died.

	Peter let out a heavy breath.

	A moment later, the high school kids piled out of their car as sirens sounded from the top of the canyon.

	At least six cell phones were out—the kids all talking at once like a schizophrenic chorus.

	Peter leaned against his car as an entourage of police, search and rescue, fire, highway patrol incident command, an ambulance, and several tow trucks arrived on the scene.

	It only took a few more minutes for a news van to join the brewing roadblock.

	With Mo lurking in the background, Peter was forced to recount the experience for a live television crew. The kids from the car huddled in the background, some crying, others still talking excitedly on their phones.

	Parents arrived. Cars full of curious onlookers showed up. Soon the entire canyon was clogged with spectators. Of course, his parents, who were accountants, wouldn’t bother to check the news until they were done counting beans.

	A Channel 6 helicopter from Twin Falls circled the scene as an ongoing parade of gawkers drove up to the police line, did a seven-point turn, and headed back up to Surly, making room for the next car full of curious Surlyians.

	Peter’s phone rang. He answered it. “Hey, Juan.”

	“Dude—you’re famous! You’re all over the news and the internet. Seriously, I just saw an article on CNN.com. “Pizza Boy Saves Out of Control Vehicle.”

	Peter slapped his forehead. “Not again.” Getting a job was supposed to be his first step toward living a normal life.

	“Check this one out—‘Pizza Boy on Time—Saves Car Full of Teens’.” Juan continued reading the news posts as Peter set the phone down on the hood of his car. “Or this one—'Pizza Boy Passes Extreme Driving Test’.”

	“. . . already famous from the PB&J baby photo that put Surly on the map . . .”

	One of the girls from the Oldsmobile took a selfie with Peter in the background. “This is so going to trend on Pinstaglam. #PB&J.”

	Peter turned up his hands. “What does J have to do with this?”

	Juan was still talking. “. . . stepped in to stop a speeding vehicle that had apparently lost its . . .”

	Another one of the kids pulled up a video on her phone. “OMG, they just posted an interview with J on Fox.”

	“What?” Peter hung up on Juan and looked over the shoulder of the sophomore girl. “Oh my.”

	The video showed a microphone being thrust at the drive-up window of Sheik-Fil-A.

	“Did you know pizza boy Peter Barnes just saved a car full of teenagers in Snake Canyon?”

	“Shalom and welcome to Sheik-Fil-A. Can I take your order?”

	“Can you comment on the rumors that Peter Barnes recently broke up with you?”

	J stared at the reporter. “I recommend a Damascus Double or a Sultan’s Salad.”

	A guy working at Sheik-Fil-A leaned over J’s shoulder. “Peter Barnes is a real jerk.”

	J shrugged, as if to say, ‘he pretty much said it.’ She looked gorgeous, not a hair out of place, extra-long eyelashes batting innocently, and the shimmering jeweled chain glowed like a tiara in the camera’s lights.

	Undeterred, the TV reporter asked, “What sort of driver is the Little Cheezers delivery boy?”

	J looked at her nails. “All I have to say about pizza is that if anyone wants free pizza, now is a good time to order.”

	“No way!” Peter climbed into his car and rolled down the window, “Mo, get out the way. I’m on duty.”

	“But you just failed your driver’s test.” He gave a sneer and waved his clipboard.

	Peter leaned out the open window. “You’re seriously going to tell that news crew that the hero who just saved—how many—eight people’s lives failed his driver’s test? The server handling your motivational speaker Pinstaglam profile would melt down from all the trolls posting bad reviews.”

	Mo shut his mouth.

	“Just sign it off and hand it over. I have pizza to deliver.”

	Grudgingly, the big man drew a pen from his clipboard and scribbled his signature on the test.

	“Thank you.” Peter took the page, noted the initialed “pass” checkbox, and joined the parade of cars headed back up the canyon. Five minutes later, he got a call from Matt.

	“Dude, we’ve got orders coming in like its cheese Armageddon. Where are you?”

	“Almost to the top of the canyon.”

	“Step on it, bro. If we don’t deliver this pizza Hot and Melty, we’re going to lose enough money to get us all fired.”

	Peter hung up and reached to the back seat, grabbed the “Hot and Melty” sign, and slapped it on the roof over the driver’s side window. The magnets held with a tenacious pull. “Alright, everybody. You see the sign. Move out of the way!”

	Peter pushed on the horn and to his surprise, the two cars in front of him pulled aside, as if he were a highway patrolman with lights flashing and siren blaring. He quickly passed those two cars and honked again. As if the Hot and Melty sign had channeled the power of Moses’s staff, the sea of cars parted.[image: Image]

	Gunning it, Peter wound the last few turns to the top of Snake Canyon, then whipped past cars full of teenagers stopped in the middle of the road swapping stories about the Snake Canyon incident.

	To cheers from the enthused crowd, Peter accelerated into Surly.

	“It’s go time.” He reached into his cup holder, plugged the credit card reader into his phone, and opened the Little Cheezers payment app.

	He pulled up to the curb next to the restaurant and a second later Matt and Dough Boy piled out the back door with two giant armloads of pizza boxes.

	“Addresses on the orders,” Matt said as he handed Peter a stack of order slips before unloading the boxes into Peter’s trunk. The trunk full of hot pizza boxes would stay warmer longer—he might just make it.

	Matt slammed the trunk. “Go! Go! Go!”

	Peter peeled out and swung onto main, accelerating past Sheik-Fila-A and its twelve-car drive-through backup—crowds of people who probably wanted a Sultan Salad a lot less than a chance to talk to J about Peter’s rescue.

	She had called out the challenge. He wasn’t going to mess up on his first day on the job.

	Game on.

	The first four orders were houses he knew. The tips were meager—likely the folks who had ordered hoping for free pizza.

	But the pile of boxes quickly shrank down to a single order.

	One cheese pizza. The address was J’s house.

	Peter pulled into the driveway, opened the trunk, and raced to the Yates’s front porch. He rang the doorbell and peeked under the pizza box’s lid. “Dangit.”[image: Image]

	The cheese was cold and hard.

	“Oh, hi Peter.” J’s mom gave a forced smile that said, I’d rather see you at a necktie party. “This must be the pizza J ordered.”

	“Little Cheezers Pizza—Hot and Melty or it’s free,” Peter droned. He held out the box. “This one is on the house. Sorry for the delay.”

	“Yay, free pizza! Free pizza!” J’s little brothers quickly hauled in the box and made a dash toward the kitchen.

	Peter turned on the spot and ran back to his car.

	J had won.

	Not only had she got free pizza, but they were also both back in the spotlight, just like before. Only this time, he looked like the villain. When people curious about the PB&J hashtag tending on Pinstaglam started following it, they would inevitably find the interview with J and the immortal quote, “Peter Barnes is a real jerk.”

	Peter couldn’t have architected a better way to destroy his own future.

	“At least I passed.”

	His dad sent a text which his phone announced aloud “Is the car okay?”

	Peter gave a voice reply. “Yeah. I’ll have Meatloaf check the alignment tomorrow in auto shop class.”

	His dad’s reply was a stream of unintelligible emojis. Mason had evidently snagged their dad’s phone.

	It was going to be a long night. Matt probably already had another pile of orders ready. And waiting for people to dig up cash for tips or find their parents to pay would leave him plenty of time to think about all the mayhem that had just happened.

	Peter had been only a few inches away from a horrible death. He would have died next to Mo, Surly’s slimiest sleaze. Of all the ways to die, Peter never would have predicted that. That one thought gave him the shivers. Driving off a cliff with Mo—you couldn’t do much worse than that.

	So why had Mo taken him to Snake Canyon in the first place? It made no sense. No one in their right mind would take a kid with a learner’s permit down Snake Canyon. But there was one way to get Mo to do anything.

	There had to be money involved.

	Strange.

	Peter turned back toward Little Cheezers, his eyes watching the quiet streets, as the thought that he might have an enemy congealed inside him, like old milk that had been in the fridge too long. He didn’t want to touch it.

	Just drive, he thought.



	
Chapter 7: Sushi

	“Peter, if you don’t get up, you’ll be late for school and I’ll confiscate your car keys.”

	The last few words of his mother’s warning somehow roused him from his exhausted stupor. Peter lifted his head from his pillow and stared at his alarm clock trying to make out the fuzzy numbers with his bleary eyes.

	7:55 a.m.? No, that had to be wrong.

	“School starts in five minutes,” his mom ranted. “Why are you still in bed?”

	“Oh, crap.” Peter rolled out of bed and hit his face on the floor.

	“Maybe you’re growing again,” his mother muttered.

	Peter felt his way to the bathroom as his eyes adjusted. He readied himself as quickly as his sleep-numbed body would move, grabbed his backpack and headed for the door.

	“Peter, you’re still in your pizza boy outfit.”

	“I’ll change in the car.” He grabbed his keys from the hook by the front door, ran outside—leaving the house open for invasion by mosquitos and flies—and hopped into his car parked at the curb.

	He peeled out of the cul-de-sac and turned onto Second East. Mr. Anderson was not kind to kids who were tardy.

	He was driving about 45 when a flash of blue and red in his mirror caught his eye. “Oh, come on!”

	Peter took his foot off the gas, hit the brake, and pulled over.

	As if in slow motion, the police car came to a stop behind him, lights still flashing.

	Peter killed the engine and let his head bounce against the steering wheel. The car gave out a loud honk. Startled, Peter sat up and waited . . . and waited.

	What was Officer Chubs doing?

	Slowly, as if made of arthritic molasses, Officer Chubs emerged from his squad car and sauntered toward him with one hand on his holster.

	“Give me a break.” Peter rolled down the window.

	The policeman put one hand on the roof of Peter’s car and leaned down. “In a hurry this morning?”

	Peter gave a sideways nod of his head and looked away.

	“Yeah, figured.” Officer Chubs’ lips smacked as he chomped on his gum. “Listen, son.”

	Here it goes.

	“Just because you’re a special person in this town, doesn’t give you the right to neglect the standards that make this community what it is.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Do you realize that over one-third of the nutritious meals in this community are provided by Little Cheezers?”

	“Uh, I do now, sir.”

	“Being a pizza delivery boy is an important job,” Officer Chubs rehearsed. “It’s a respected position. People look up to you.”

	“Yes, sir.” Peter glanced at the clock in the car.

	Come on, I’m already late.

	“Now, that responsibility is not something to take lightly.”

	“No, sir.”

	“So, when I see the ‘Hot and Melty’ sign drive past at eight o’clock in the morning, it means something.”

	Oops.

	Peter swallowed, trying to think up an excuse for having the sign on, before utterly failing. “Yes, sir.”

	He leaned closer, looking at Peter over the top of his aviator sunglasses. “You don’t have any Hot and Melty pizza in there, do you?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Yeah, thought so.” He pulled the magnet sign off the roof and handed it to Peter. “Let’s not let that happen again.”

	Peter nearly laughed. “Yes, sir. Won’t happen again.”

	“Remember, with great pizza comes great responsibility.”

	“Pretty sure Spiderman’s uncle said that too.”

	“He may have, son. Just you remember it. You got a lot of folks looking up to you.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“You ever have a pizza you can’t find the house for,” Officer Chubs said, “you can always drop it by the station. We’ll find a good place for it.”

	“Yes, Officer Chubs.”

	“Now, the Cheese Pull is coming up soon,” Officer Chubs added. “You’ll be front and center in front of all those kids.”

	Besides the county fair, the occasional scrapbooking convention, and possibly the Fourth of July pancake bash, the Cheese Pull was one of the largest events in town, and it was sponsored by Little Cheezers.

	A kid could win an entire year of free Friday pizza at the Cheese Pull. Who wouldn’t want to be there?

	Peter hadn’t realized he’d be part of it. But Chubs was right. Peter was Pizza Boy now. He was the mascot.

	“Just make sure you’re the kind of role model those kids can look up to.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	The town’s one-and-only beat cop gave a tip of his hat and moseyed back to his car.

	Peter waited until Officer Chubs reached his squad car and then started his engine and pulled back onto the road.

	“Holy crap! I didn’t even get a ticket.”

	The power of Pizza Boy was undeniable.

	***

	Five minutes later, as he slunk into his desk, Tia leaned over. “Where were you, Peter?”

	“It wasn’t on Pinstaglam?”

	“I’m sure it is, but Leah has the phone first period.”

	“I just got the superhero lecture from Officer Chubs.”

	“You mean ‘with great power comes great responsibility’—that one?”

	“Yeah. I was driving about twenty over the speed limit and all he wanted to talk about was the fact that I had the Hot and Melty sign on my car.”

	Tia gasped and parted the hair draped in front of her face. “You drove with the Hot and Melty sign on and no pizza?”

	Peter looked up to see what she actually looked like, but the hair fell back into place too quickly. “Yeah, so?”

	“Talk about asking for trouble . . .”

	“Did Anderson take the roll yet?”

	“Yeah, but he got to your name and everyone started talking about yesterday. He hadn’t heard about it, so we got him off-topic. He went next door to Mrs. Jensen’s to see if we were pulling his leg.”

	“Well, that was close.”

	Mr. Anderson stepped back into the room and gave Peter a wide smile. “Well, if it isn’t Surly’s most—”

	“Is there a quiz today?” Peter interrupted. He wasn’t anxious to rehash the previous day’s debacle.

	“No quiz.”

	The class gave a small celebration. “But why don’t we let Peter come up and tell us about the incident in the canyon yesterday. Then we can all write a media article based on the interview.”

	“Seriously?”

	***

	The only good thing about the day—and this one was like a dream come true—was the homeroom announcement that Juan’s sushi cart would be in the foyer during lunch. They even handed out menus so you could check the sushi you wanted and drop your order off in the office between classes.

	Feeling the extra bills in his pocket from tips the night before, he put a checkmark next to ‘hamachi nigiri’.

	“Seriously, this is awesome.”

	Excitement building, Peter found it increasingly difficult to focus in his brutally boring second period History class with Mrs. Holmgren, who was old enough to have experienced the end of the last ice age firsthand.

	He began seriously considering asking for the hall pass to use the restroom as an excuse to go see if Juan was already setting up the Sushi King cart in the main entrance.

	But before he could make a plea for freedom, Mrs. Holmgren clapped her hands. “You should have finished reading the passage on the hallmarks of civilization in Mesopotamia. Now, I’d like you to meet with your partner to add three more talking points to your oral reports.

	Oh crap. I totally forgot about that.

	Peter stared ahead. His partner for the foundations of civilization report was J.

	Overcome by a sudden compulsion to leave the room without looking at the back-right corner where J sat, Peter hurried forward.

	“Um, can I use the hall pass—I gotta—drank a soda. You know.”

	“You want to use the restroom?” she announced so loudly that everyone in the room could hear. It was part of the mandatory embarrassment teachers were required to extract for using a hall pass during their class.

	“Yeah.”

	“You can’t wait until lunch?”

	Peter crunched his legs together and squirmed, miming the first stages of pee-pee dance. “I, uh, no.”

	She gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “Don’t dawdle in the halls.”

	Peter grabbed the obnoxiously large wooden placard with the stencil-painted words “Surly High Snakes: Slithering to Success” and headed for the door.

	From the corner of his eye he spotted J turned around in her seat, determinedly not looking at him.

	Good.

	He had no need to use the bathroom, so he headed up B hall past the foyer. But Juan’s “Sushi King” trolley had yet to arrive through the big double front doors.

	“Peter.” GuyCo waved from the entrance to the counseling office.

	Peter cringed inwardly. “Hey, GuyCo.”

	“Sorry I missed the driver’s test yesterday—I guess it turned out for the best. Would have lost eight of my students if it wasn’t for you.”

	Peter shrugged. The whole thing was crazy. “So, why didn’t you come?”

	“Montezuma’s revenge—must have been something I ate.”

	Peter felt like taking a step back, hoping explosive diarrhea wasn’t contagious. But GuyCo was probably right. Could have been something he ate.

	Peter had eaten lunch off campus at Juan’s food cart. “You didn’t eat . . . sushi, did you?”

	“No, just the usual from Sheik-Fil-A.”

	Peter narrowed his eyes. That was very odd. He doubted GuyCo could have gotten sick from Sheik-Fil-A. J got off third period as work-study to help in the kitchen before the lunch rush. At lunch, everything was fresh.

	“You really think you got sick from Sheik-Fil-A food at lunch?” Peter said doubtfully.

	“I don’t know, could have been germs from the drinking fountain.”

	Peter shook his head. “That’s weird.”

	“Tough things happen,” GuyCo said, sounding like he was trying to coach himself out of some seriously negative emotions. “Anyway, I guess was lucky that I was out of commission and Mo took you down Snake Canyon. Those kids had a close call.”

	“Yeah, lucky.”

	As GuyCo turned back into his office, Peter mulled the coincidence.

	Lucky.

	***

	J leaned out of the drive-through window. “What do you want, T.S.A.? Mo botched the driver’s test and now Peter is famous and has a job.”

	“Soccer Mom has called a meeting. With the PTA sponsoring the sushi cart at school, things have gotten out of hand.”

	“It’s not my fault,” J said, leaning out of the drive-through window so as not to be overheard by her coworkers.

	“Well, you don’t want to be on Soccer Mom’s bad side.” T.S.A. narrowed his eyes. “Especially not with so much ahead of you.”

	J folded her arms. She wasn’t sure whether to take the threat seriously. But playing it safe wasn’t a bad idea.

	“Meeting is 10 p.m. tonight. Log into FaceOff and use the meeting code ‘poopypants23’.

	J snorted a laugh. “Is that all?”

	“Can I get a Damascus Double on an Open Sesame Bun and a Strawberry Sheik Shake?—hold the special sauce.”

	He was obviously referring to the Nastor Oil. Did he really think she would use it on him? Once was bad enough, and that was out of sheer desperation.

	“Yeah, sure.”

	A minute later J handed T.S.A. his order. As he drove off erratically, trying to eat his food and steer with his knees, she considered where she could join the FaceOff meeting. The anonymous meeting app was usually used by drug dealers. It wasn’t the kind of app she had on her phone. Obviously, she would need Wi-Fi to download the app and make the call, but she couldn’t risk doing it at home. The library was just as bad.

	There was one other option.

	Peter’s barn. They had hidden in the barn to watch stupid internet cat videos on more occasions than she wanted to admit. It was just inside Wi-Fi range of the router in his kitchen, and just out of earshot.

	She just needed an excuse to be out.

	J’s shift finally ended at nine. She walked home and said hi to her parents who were watching a sappy Korean drama. Then she rounded up her brothers, forced them to brush their teeth, and put them to bed with the promise of a bedtime story—another rendition of “Three Billy Goat’s Gruff” with the traditional surprise ending. In this version, the largest billy goat and the troll turned out to be college buddies and they swapped stories until the bridge collapsed on them, sending them into the middle of a yacht where a dance-off was being held to determine who would marry the princess.

	The troll ate the princess and the big billy goat bucked both suitors over the edge before the boat was swallowed by a giant turtle.

	“Thanks a lot, Jaylee. I’m going to have nightmares.”

	“Me, too.”

	“Goodnight.” Ignoring their complaints, J turned off the light. She was having issues finding happy endings these days. She grabbed her phone and walked past her parents’ bedroom. “Kids are in bed. I’m going to a friend’s house to study.”

	“Be home before curfew, honey.”

	“Alright.”

	J walked around the back of the house, crossed into Peter’s yard where the fence was broken, and circled the pigpen.

	The hogs looked at her anxiously. Peter apparently hadn’t been out to feed them.

	Sighing, J scooped a big bucket of feed and dumped it in the trough. The pigs squealed with excitement as they shouldered past each other to get at the corn and whatever else was ground up in the feed mix.

	I’m even doing his chores.

	J looked at her phone. 9:57 p.m.

	She switched over to the Barnes’ Wi-Fi network, downloaded FaceOff and logged in with the meeting code ‘poopypants23’.

	Just typing the letters made her nauseous.

	A few seconds later a woman’s voice announced, “I assume we’re all here. Let’s make this quick.”

	Must be Soccer Mom.

	The strange thing was the way her voice changed as it spoke. By the time she finished talking, she sounded like a completely different person. Apparently rolling voice alternation was a feature of the app. J tapped the settings icon and saw the option for “auto voice disguise” was selected by default. J wondered what the app would do to her voice. But she couldn’t hear what it sounded like to other people. The app might even make it sound differently on each participant’s phone.

	“Lessa Payne’s sushi cart idea is the most popular thing the PTA has done in years,” the woman continued, now sounding more like an old woman. “It must be stopped if we are going to have a chance at the throne.”

	The throne? In Surly, PTA president was pretty close, but maybe Soccer Mom was taking this a little too seriously.

	“And how are we going to one-up her donation?” This speaker was clearly T.S.A. FaceOff couldn’t completely hide his drawling speech.

	“Leave that to me.” J didn’t recognize the new voice. It was male and obviously confident.

	“After you bungled the last job?” Soccer Mom hissed.

	Ah, it’s Mo.

	“This one plays to my strengths. There’s only one way to make more money in a small town than putting braces on kids’ faces.”

	There was a dramatic pause.

	“Well, what is it?” Soccer Mom snapped.

	“A pyramid scheme. I mean multi-level teen marketing.”

	“I like it,” T.S.A. grunted.

	“Well, we need a product,” Soccer Mom said. “Where’s our new associate? What will these kids at school buy?”

	J assumed that was her. “Um, I guess if it’s a good cause they’ll help raise money.”

	“Save monkeys—that’s it.” Mo jumped on the idea, despite the fact that J had said “raise money” and not “save monkeys”.

	“The more people they get to donate to our save-the-monkeys charity,” Mo explained, “the higher up the organization they get. We’ll have exclusive events, t-shirts—it’ll be the popular thing to do once our new associate gets behind the program.

	J cleared her throat. “Uh, yeah. Sure.”

	“Then it’s settled. We’ll raise enough money with the save-the-monkeys foundation to oust Lessa Payne. That only leaves one problem: the sushi cart.”

	“Sounds like a job for a USDA inspector,” T.S.A. volunteered.

	“You can’t cite him. He’s not a slaughterhouse or a diary,” Soccer Mom said. “It would have to be a county health code inspector.” She paused, perhaps mulling whether they had ins with one of the county employees. When she spoke again, it was in a deliciously satisfied voice that even FaceOff couldn’t mask. “But . . . if there’s an actual incident—just a little food poisoning—then he’s done for.”

	The line went quiet and J’s heart began to beat quickly. They were talking about another poisoning—this time going after Juan’s sushi cart.

	My friends eat at the sushi cart.

	“I’ll have another vial delivered to our lady-of-the-runs. I want this story all over Pinstaglam by the end of the week. Hashtag #BadSushi.” Soccer Mom paused, seeming to soak up the glory of her plan, in which she did nothing. “That concludes the meeting agenda.”

	The FaceOff meeting terminated with the logo of a scary-looking hockey mask. J stared back, as if looking at her own reflection. Her attempt to get Peter to regret his decision had dropped her right into a nest of snakes—the exact wrong place for a mouse.

	Footsteps tromped toward the barn. J barely had time to click the power button on her phone to hide the screen.

	“Hey, what are you doing?” It was Peter.

	“Feeding your pigs.” She took a step back and hid her phone behind.

	It was hard to make out Peter’s expression. He was backlit by the Barnes’ kitchen window. He looked from her to the pigs who were happily munching the feed.

	“They were getting noisy,” J explained.

	“Um, thanks,” Peter said, as if still confused why J would feed the pigs for him. “My dad was supposed to get somebody else to feed them since I have a real job.”

	“It only takes a few minutes,” J said. “It’s the least you could do for him—he’s your dad.”

	“I don’t want to be a farmer. I hate it.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“The same reason you hate me? Because I’m from Surly? I didn’t have a choice, Peter. I didn’t get to choose where I was born or who I grew up with.”

	“Neither did I.”

	“At least I care about the people in my life.”

	“I don’t want this life,” Peter said. “I don’t even want to be here.”

	“Yeah, we know. But apparently there are eight people who are glad you are.” She meant the kids whose lives he had saved. “I’m not so sure about the rest.”

	Peter folded his arms. “They just want me to be Peter Barnes—the town hero, born and bred on potatoes and peanut butter.”

	“And what’s so bad about that—being adored—being needed? Anyone in the world would trade places with you.”

	“To come to Surly? You’re kidding, right?”

	“Well, it used to be alright.” J leaned against the pigpen fence and watched the hogs jostling for food. “I don’t even know what happened.”

	Peter didn’t respond. She only knew he was gone when the screen door banged shut.

	Why does it have to hurt so bad?

	A tear leaked out of the corner of her eye, and then the other.

	“Dangit, Peter.”

	The worst part about hurting, J decided, was hurting alone. But heartache wasn’t something you could just dump back on someone else.

	. . . or was it?

	She didn’t have to be alone. She could find someone else to be with. If she couldn’t share the custard cream pie of carefree friendship with Peter, she could at least give him a good splat in the face with it.

	In her mind she overlapped the image of a cream pie splatted on Peter’s face with the expression of shock he would make when he saw her with another boy.

	Blam! 



	
Chapter 8: Potato Bar

	Peter left his fourth period Careers and Technology class wondering when the point of the class had changed from who could be sneakiest playing video games on the Chromebooks to talking about saving monkeys.

	Sure, habitat loss threatened every creature on the planet except pigeons, but how had saving monkeys suddenly become the foremost topic at Surly High?

	In the hall, Peter stopped counting the number of people wearing “Save the Monkeys” wrist bands. It had gone from ten or so on Tuesday to at least a few hundred only a couple of days later.

	He had overheard enough in fourth period to get that it was some kind of club. You could pay a membership fee to join and if you got other people to join you got special privileges.

	Peter passed the “the monkey officers” who were hanging out near the cheerleader’s lockers handing out flyers. It was hard to miss them. They wore fluorescent yellow “Save the Monkeys” t-shirts.[image: Image]

	A senior kid with a ponytail tossed his flyer in the recycling bin. “Who cares about monkeys?”

	“They’re so cute,” a club officer said, rescuing the flyer. “Only a jerk would hate on monkeys.” She held out the flyer to Peter. “Pizza Boy loves monkeys, don’t you?”

	“I’m not going to spend hard-earned money to save tropical pests.”

	The girl’s nose wrinkled in disgust.

	Peter walked past but stopped when he saw six students lined up in chairs outside the nurse’s office. “What’s going on?”

	Maverik, clutching his stomach, nodded in the direction of the foyer. “Bad sushi.”

	“What?” Peter stepped closer.

	“Everyone who has a stomachache ate at the sushi cart for lunch.”

	“Yeah, but I didn’t get sick,” Peter said.

	“Good for you. The rest of us have stomach cramps and diarrhea. This sucks. I hope they revoke his food permit.”

	“No way. Juan runs the cleanest sushi station in Idaho. It must have been something else.”

	“Then explain how we all got sick on the same day.”

	Peter bit his lip. That was a problem. There was no other explanation. What if Juan’s food had got them all sick?[image: Image]

	His friend had borrowed money for the cart and was barely making payments. If he lost the school lunch gig because people thought his food wasn’t safe, that could end his dream.

	Halfway into fifth period the PA system gave an attention tone. “Mrs. Garcia, please send Peter Barnes to the counseling office.”

	“What? I didn’t do anything.” Peter shut his science book and stared forward as all heads in the room turned to the front left corner of the class—the seats reserved for people with alphabetically early names like Barnes.

	“PB—GuyCo’s office. Move it.”

	Peter stood up and walked out. It was like a ninth-grade fashion show walkway with the rest of his earth science class’s eyes glued on him.

	Peter trudged up the hall toward the main office, more confused than ever. He opened the door to GuyCo’s office, ready for the worst: a lecture.

	To his surprise, nearly every chair in the room was full. GuyCo sat at his desk. On his right was Juan, complete with chef’s hat. Next to him sat Tia, Mia, and Leah, with The Fate in the middle holding their precious phone. On the other side of the room was Emo-G, her black skin and hair, a stark contrast to her white choker necklace. In the chair next to Emo-G was what looked like a giant cement Easter egg with one speaker in the middle, like a cyclops’ eye.

	Peter pointed at the misfit science project. “What is SLURI doing here?”

	“Howdy, Peter Barnes,” the egg replied in a reasonably bad attempt at a country accent.

	“Can’t you change it to ‘Valley girl’ or ‘wheezy old man’? Or redneck—choose redneck. I hate ‘hick-speak’.”

	Emo-G wrapped her arm protectively around the oval-bodied artificial intelligence. “I checked SLURI out from the library. I get to choose its accent.”

	SLURI, the Slightly Less Understandable Robot Intelligence, had been created by Idaho National Laboratories, or INL, with federal funding championed by an Idaho senator who wanted to make sure all the new digital assistants could understand people with an Idaho country accent. The project grew to include old people and, to gather the California vote, Valley girl and surfer speak. Although surfer mode was apparently never finished because the scientists couldn’t get any surfers to come to Idaho to train it.[image: Image]

	Companies were supposed to get their AI’s like Google, Alexa, and Siri vetted by SLURI for a tax rebate. But the tax rebate part got killed in a conference committee and the whole thing became optional, which essentially ended any prospect of it ever being used.

	According to legend, after a year of disuse, INL discovered a mandatory “public benefit” clause. They could hand it off to a school or library and go back to working on nuclear power. So, they found whatever portable power source was available at the lab, plugged SLURI into it, encased it in protective layers of lead and cement, and made it a science discovery kit for Surly High School.

	Peter was pretty sure SLURI was powered by a plutonium-based thermoelectric generator—like the kind that powered space probes. After all, it had cooling fins on the back that were always warm, even when SLURI wasn’t active.

	Of course, he couldn’t prove it and there was no way he was going to crack the egg open just to find out—and end up with a bad case of radiation poisoning.

	“Ah, Peter. Come in.” GuyCo gestured to the empty chair next to SLURI.

	Peter sat next to SLURI and poked the huggably-sized egg. It rocked once. “SLURI, what are we doing here?”

	“GuyCo has called us in for little a powwow. He’s trying to wrassle up some heroes.”

	Peter laughed out loud.

	Small town superheroes?

	SLURI had obviously lost its artificial mind. He looked around the room. Nobody else was laughing.

	“As SLURI said,” GuyCo began, “we’ve got a lot of funny business going on. It’s time to get to the bottom of it.”

	Peter tried to make SLURI rock again, but Emo-G caught his hand in some kind of pressure point hold, and he had to jerk it free before it went numb. “What are you talking about?”

	“I’ve seen a lot of things in my day.” GuyCo stood and paced behind his desk. “And I’ve got a nose for trouble.”

	“D’ya need a doc?” SLURI asked in its best rural Idahoan. “I can dial 911 for ya, lickety-split.”

	“No, I’m fine, SLURI.”

	“SLURI, switch to ‘Valley girl’ mode,” Peter said quickly.

	“No—” Emo-G tried to protest but the AI was too fast.

	“Like, for sure,” SLURI responded, sounding the words in a singsong SoCal dialect. “Valley girl, all the way.”

	Emo-G rolled her eyes and blew out a breath of frustration.

	“Like I said, a lot of strange things are happening. With your help, maybe we can get to the bottom of what is really going on.”

	“I’ll tell you what’s really going on,’” sighed one of the fates staring at her fingernails under her veil of hair. “I just got pulled out of my only class with a boy I like.”

	Her siblings shot her looks that might have been shock and surprise, but he couldn’t see their faces.

	“I’m kidding.”

	“Well,” GuyCo gestured to Juan. “Only a few days after I got sick from eating at Sheik-Fil-A, a whole group of students got sick after eating lunch at the sushi cart—with the same symptoms: stomach cramps and the runs.”

	Peter exchanged a hopeful glance with Juan. If GuyCo was on Juan’s side, there might be a chance to salvage his Sushi Cart operation at school.

	“And this ‘Save the Monkeys’ club—who started it?” GuyCo gave a twirl with his hand. “Where is all the money going?”

	“Like, I can’t even find anything about it on the web,” SLURI noted. “What’s up with that?”

	“Exactly.” GuyCo put his hands on his hips. “Now I’m not the smartest guy in town—”

	“You’re the only Guy in town,” Emo-G said.

	“Figure of speech. As I was saying, if there is one thing I’ve learned over my twelve years as guidance counselor, it’s that kids are a lot smarter than you might think. They find out things faster and they are really sneaky.”

	“So . . . we’re like some kind of super squad?” One of The Fates spoke from behind her curtain of hair.

	“Exactly. GuyCo’s Super Squad.” The counselor pointed at the petite girls. “With your social media reach—virtually limitless,” He pointed to the egg, “and SLURI’s always-on web access, there isn’t a secret in Surly that we can’t discover.”

	Peter sat up in his chair. “So why the rest of us?”

	“Well,” GuyCo shrugged. “I figured kids snooping around might run into trouble, so I called in Juan.”

	Juan folded his arms. “He thought because I made sushi that I would have ninja skills.”

	Peter gave a snort of a laugh.

	“That’s okay,” GuyCo said. “Juan can be the team chef.”

	Peter lifted an eyebrow. That was tempting.

	“And club meeting food will be covered by the counseling event budget.”

	Up until this point, GuyCo’s attempt to create a student team to investigate weird stuff in Surly had seemed even weirder than the stuff it was supposed to be investigating.

	Of course, helping Juan was the right thing to do. But if being in an after-school crime-fighting club meant free sushi . . . Well, he wasn’t dumb.

	Trying not to sound too eager, Peter mumbled a hopeful, “I’m in.”

	“I hate Sushi,” Emo-G said.[image: Image]

	“Gag me with a spoon!” echoed the egg-shaped AI on the chair, in an eerily similar voice to Emo-G.

	“Shutup, SLURI,” Juan said. “You can’t even taste anything.”

	One of The Fates leaned over and whispered to Juan. “I think that’s the only thing ‘Valley girl’ can say about food.”

	Juan still gave the oblong monstrosity of science the stink eye.

	GuyCo nodded at Emo-G. “Juan recommended Gabriella for her martial arts skills.”

	“Besides, she always has SLURI checked out from the library,” the last of The Fates noted.

	The Fate in the middle added, “She tucks it in at night with one of her dad’s old lead-lined x-ray machine blankets.”

	Peter put his arm in front of his face, trying desperately not to laugh, but a snort escaped him, and then The Fates dissolved into a fit of giggles.

	Emo-G pointed a single finger at the girls and they shut up instantly, put their hands in their laps, and sat up straight.

	There was only one thing left to explain. “So . . . why me?”

	“Every team needs a leader.” GuyCo nodded at Peter. “Somebody with heart.”

	“Uh . . .” Showing up to get free snacks was a lot different than being the leader—like he was some kind of social justice crusader. That went completely against Peter’s new life goal of not being the poke-able Pillsbury doughboy mascot of Surly.

	“Come on, Peter,” Juan said. “Do you really think those kids got sick from my food?”

	“No way.”

	“Then we have to find out who is behind it. This could ruin me, man.”

	Peter took a breath in through his teeth. Juan was right. Something strange had happened. Perhaps more than one.

	Peter thought of his near-death experience in Snake Canyon. What if somebody was behind that, too? A lingering sense of what he could only describe as “freaky unfairness” hung over his memory of that driver’s test.

	And if nearly dying in Snake Canyon next to Mo, the motivational speaker didn’t qualify as strange, he didn’t know what would.

	Looking around at the group, Peter considered GuyCo’s choices.

	The Fates were too flighty, liable to get distracted by the first sign of something they could post to Pinstaglam. Emo-G was just scary. Juan technically wasn’t a student. And SLURI only did what it was told to. Except for his past, Peter was just ordinary.

	But apparently that was exactly what this group of misfits needed.

	Juan was looking at him, with a bit of desperation in his eyes, GuyCo grinning like a coach ready to put him in the game. The Fates were even looking at him through their hair—not down at their phone.

	Emo-G was glaring disinterestedly, as usual, but it was at least in his direction.

	They actually wanted him? That was a new feeling. In his new PB&J-less life, maybe this kind of change would be good.

	“Okay.” Peter ran his hands down the legs of his jeans. That was as much of an acceptance speech as he could bring himself to make.

	Juan made celebratory fists. Emo-G actually sat up straight and The Fates leaned closer as if anticipating the arrival of something to post.

	“So,” Peter said, his eyes turning to GuyCo, “what’s the plan?”

	“I’ll leave that up to the team,” GuyCo said. “If I knew where to start an investigation, I already would have done it.”

	Everybody looked back at Peter.

	“Alright.” His palms started to get sweaty. “How about we meet here every day after school and share what we learned. Juan serves up some snacks. And then we make a plan for the next day—who to investigate, and stuff like that.”

	“Wednesdays we have ballet after school,” said the middle Fate with the phone.”

	“Whatever,” SLURI interjected. “I read the Little Legends Ballet schedule on their website. Lessons on Wednesdays totally don’t even start until like four o’clock.”

	“Nice try,” Peter said.

	“We still need time to get ready.”

	“Okay, we’ll make it quick on Wednesdays.”

	“So, what’s the plan for today?” Emo-G said.

	“Let’s start with the sushi cart incident.” Peter stood up and paced the cramped office, managing only one and a half steps before having to turn around. “I ate sushi today and didn’t get sick. What does that tell us?”

	“You had sashimi,” Juan noted. “Not a lot of people order that.”

	“But sashimi is just cuts of raw fish. If anyone was going to get sick it should have been me. What did the other kids have—the ones who got sick? Don’t you have the pre-orders?”

	“Not everybody orders in advance with a menu. Some people just order on the spot. I can’t remember what everybody orders—I’m in the zone. Total focus.”

	“What about your order slips? You always write down the order and clip it to that overhead bar.”

	“Good point. But those are just hand-written notes.”

	Well, there was a solution to that. “Emo-G, can you take pictures of all the order receipts with your phone and upload them to a shared drive for SLURI.”

	“Sure—after karate.”

	Peter pressed his hands together. If he did this leader thing right, he wouldn’t even have to do anything. “Okay. SLURI, once you get the receipts, do text recognition and figure out what order only six people made.”

	“For sure.”

	Emo-G seized the pause in conversation. “SLURI switch to—”

	“Redneck,” Peter interrupted.

	“Dadgum—I’ve been fixin’ to speak redneck for a while.”

	“Peter!”

	“Tia, Mia, Leah—you guys infiltrate the ‘Save the Monkeys’ club.”

	“We have to pay to get in.”

	“Yeah—triple dues.”

	All eyes turned to the dangerous daughter of Dr. Payne.

	“Fine,” Emo-G droned, “I’ll Zenmo you some cryptocurrency.”

	The Fates made synchronized mini hyper clapping motions like a trio of penguins excitedly slapping their flippers together.

	This group really was squirrelly.

	“What about you, Peter?” Emo-G asked.

	So, he wasn’t going to get out of doing something.

	Peter considered what he could investigate. Of all the weird things that had happened to him so far, the Snake Canyon incident topped the list. But he doubted interviewing Mo would get him anywhere. “Hey,” Peter pointed at The Fates. “Which one of you is in my fifth period?”

	Two of them pointed to the Fate on the end.

	“Before my driver’s test, you said ‘I hope you crash and die.’ What’s up with that? Did you know something?”

	The Fates made a silent exchange of looks—a veritable conversation of them.

	Finally, Tia spoke. “How was I supposed to know you were going to end up in Snake Canyon? It wasn’t on Pinstaglam or anything.”

	Peter still wasn’t convinced. “Well, you know something, so speak amongst yourselves, figure out what it is, and let us know. I almost got killed saving those kids in Snake Canyon—or worse, failed my driver’s test.”

	“Yer darn tootin’.”

	In redneck mode, SLURI occasionally made outbursts which nobody actually understood.

	There really wasn’t much else he could do. Well, there was one thing. But he wasn’t looking forward to it. “I guess I can ask J if she noticed anything out of the ordinary on the day GuyCo got sick.”

	“Good man,” GuyCo said. “Let’s meet again tomorrow and see what we’ve learned.”

	Peter looked at The Fates. “Listen, is there anything you can do to keep those sick kids’ story from blowing up on Pinstaglam?”

	“Of course, there is—cyberbullying.”

	“Well, don’t do that. I mean, can you put in a good word for Juan or something?”

	“We’ll see what we can do.”

	“Them girls done got darn near forty-seven fake Pinstaglam accounts fur liking their own posts,” SLURI said. “Reckon they can brew up a poop-storm of positive reviews for Sushi King.”

	“Thanks a lot, SLURI,” said the Fate closest to Juan. “We really wanted everyone to know about that.”

	“Mighty obliged, ma’am.”

	GuyCo checked his watch. “If that’s all, why don’t you head back to class. If you get back before the bell rings, I don’t have to fill out absence excuses for you.”

	***

	Peter sat on a pile of history textbooks in the corner of Mrs. Holmgren’s History class, staring at the chalkboard over J’s shoulder.

	J’s hair covered most of her face as she scribbled something on the outline worksheet for their oral report.

	Having to work together on a report with J was on his list of most awkward moments ever. And not just for him. Everyone around them was giving grimaced looks of consolation, like a sheep J had been raising for a 4H competition had been eaten by a cougar—or maybe by Peter.

	“Writing,” Peter said. “Civilizations have writing.”

	“Got it already.”

	“Um, religion?”

	J gave a doubtful shake of her head. “Even savages worship trees and the sun.”

	“Oh yeah.”

	“. . . or their cars.” J muttered. “Put spiritual icons on top and demand people worship them.”

	Peter didn’t laugh at the jibe at his Little Cheezers sign. And although he had a comeback ready about even savages wearing jewelry—like what she wore as part of her Sheik-Fil-A uniform—this was probably his best chance to change the subject. He still hadn’t asked her about what happened to GuyCo. He had stalled long enough.

	“So,” he said, his voice low. He swallowed, surprised at how hard it was to talk. “What do you think happened to GuyCo?”

	J blew a strand of hair out of her face and folded her arms. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“He got sick the other day—you know, when Mo did my driver’s test.”

	“Oh. That’s too bad.”

	“He said he ate lunch at Sheik-Fil-A.”

	“Yeah, but nobody else got sick,” J said. “So how could he have gotten sick from Sheik-Fil-A food. Everybody in town would be sick. You think I don’t wash my hands or something? Let’s just finish this report outline.”

	“I’m not saying you did something,” Peter said. “I was just wondering if you saw something strange or—”

	“Oh.” J put a finger on her chin. “There was this one guy who snuck behind the counter. He was wearing a black mask so I couldn’t see his face.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah, then he took out this bottle with a skull and crossbones on the front and poured it all over GuyCo’s order. I was like, ‘what was that all about?’”

	Kaitlyn Peterson and her report partner Mike Maynes in the next row over bust out laughing.

	Peter’s face burned. “Just make sure we mention laws in the report somewhere,” he blustered. “Like telling the truth.” Then he stood and marched back to his desk feeling about as heroic as the school’s mascot, the gopher snake “Simon” that lived at the back of the biology classroom and did nothing besides eating a mouse every few weeks.

	In hindsight, the idea of asking J if she had seen anything suspicious seemed laughable stupid.

	Complete bust.

	He had to hope somebody else on Super Squad had a lead on a culprit for the poisonings, or Juan’s sushi chef dream was about to be mashed like an overcooked Idaho potato.

	***

	J was first in line at the lunchroom’s new potato bar with locally grown organic toppings.

	Soccer Mom’s conquest of the cafeteria through her #SafeLocalFood Pinstaglam campaign was a surprise success.

	J’s own plan was just taking shape as well. The next step was standing beside her in the lunch line.

	There was no better way to spurn lost love than to one-up it. Peter Barnes would never appreciate her until he saw somebody else enjoying what he gave up—J Yates, the cute, nice girl-next-door that any guy in Surly would fall for.

	You cut. I chose.

	A self-satisfied smile—a smile that hadn’t been seen in days—crept onto J’s face. And she had worn cherry lipstick, for just the occasion.

	Lewis Larson was second in line. He was a farm boy with the wiry muscles, sun-bleached hair, and tan arms hands to prove it.

	It was just a matter of striking up a conversation. But the closer Lewis got, the more her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.

	Cowgirl-up. It’s game time.

	“So . . . I guess people were pretty mad about the bad sushi thing.”

	Lewis nodded, his eyes still focused on the calories in front of him. “Ignorant population and social media are like dry grass and gasoline. All it takes is a spark.”

	He didn’t have a country accent. And he obviously wasn’t dumb like Peter thought all farmers were.

	J tossed her hair over her shoulder and leaned over to choose a baked potato. “I didn’t even get a chance to try the sushi.”

	“Meh. You probably wouldn’t have liked it anyway,” Lewis said as he loaded his plate with a big baked potato. “Too bad for Juan, though.”

	He should have finished high school.

	“There’s still the farmers’ market,” Lewis continued casually. “Anyway, people should give him a break.”

	J looked up from spreading butter on her potato. Lewis was already taller than the girls. He didn’t talk out in class. He got decent grades, clapped when other people got awards. He never disrespected teachers or made fun of people. He could beat up Peter, no problem.

	“I like you, Lewis. You’re always nice.” She held his blue eyes in her gaze until he blushed.

	The potato toppings were labeled with bent 3x5 cards onto which the names of the local suppliers were written in Sharpie. J sprinkled her baked potato with bacon bits from Henderson’s Hogs. “Where is Henderson’s Hog farm?”

	Lewis shrugged and took two scoops. He seemed to be copying every choice she made—but with a double portion. “They probably just bought bulk bacon bits from HaulMart and made up a local-sounding name.”

	“True.” But J didn’t care. Potatoes were as Surlyian as anything. And nobody was going to get sick from Ash Valley sour cream and cheddar cheese made with milk from Yates’s Dairy. Thankfully, it was downwind most of the time. But an off wind was great advertising for the free fertilizer.

	Cows were prodigious poopers.

	J skipped the broccoli. There was no way the “farmers’ market” broccoli was local. That only grew in California. But ranch dressing—regardless of where it was from—was an Idahoan staple, a close second to ketchup.

	“They should have a french fry bar,” said a skinny kid behind Lewis. “Chili cheese fries with bacon—ohhh, ecstasy.”

	Clearly, he didn’t get the point of the PTA’s healthy food initiative.

	J sprinkled a finishing touch of black pepper on her potato. “So, what are you doing after school?”

	“I have to take the tractor in for maintenance.”

	“Can I come?”

	“It’s just a tractor ride. And it’s not even air-conditioned. You sure you want to come?”

	J nodded enthusiastically. “It sounds fun.”

	Lewis ran his hand along the back of his neck. He did that when he was nervous before a class presentation. He was out of his element. And his blond head looked naked without his usual ball cap.

	“Great. Sheik Shakes are on me,” J volunteered. “Do you like strawberry or chocolate?”

	“Um—uhhh.”

	It was so cute when he couldn’t make up his mind.

	“I . . . I guess strawberry.”

	“Great. You can pick me up from my work.”

	“In the tractor?”

	“You can get the tractor through the drive-through without hitting anything, can’t you?”

	Lewis grinned. “Are you kidding me? I can parallel park that tractor between two church pews.”

	“Great. It’s a date.”


Chapter 9: Monkey Bread

	The laugh turned Peter’s head. It was infectious—so happy, like the call of the river on hot a summer day. “Come play,” it seemed to say.

	J?

	Looking over the big insulated bag that kept the pizza boxes warm, Peter watched a big green tractor drive past Little Cheezers.

	Sitting in the open cab was lanky Lewis Larson.

	Sitting on his lap, holding a Sheik Shake with a straw up to Lewis’s mouth, was J.

	Okay, driving with a person on your lap—that is so not safe.

	But the whole thing looked like some kind of parade float.

	J was wearing skinny jeans. She never wore skinny jeans. And her hair was curled. She was wearing a “Save the Monkeys” t-shirt, tied in a knot on at her hip.

	Her, too?

	She waved as she passed. “Hi, Peter!”[image: Image]

	Lewis pushed the horn and the big tractor gave a blast that knocked Peter back several inches. He barely managed to keep the pizza boxes from spilling.

	Peter stood there, hands clenched.

	She was destined to be Homecoming Queen and ride that same parade route with thousands of gawking Surlyians staring. It was written in the horoscope of Surly from the beginning. Peter could only erase his name from the Homecoming King spot.

	Yeah. Time to move on.

	He could leave Surly, and its backward sushi-hating population behind. He could be happy without them. But he had never considered the idea that they could be happy without him. Life could go on in the small town, people thinking small thoughts and talking about small things, using small words, and wearing big boots and belt buckles.

	And they could be happy.

	J could be happy here . . . with Lewis?

	“Hey, Pizza Boy!” Matt stuck his head out the small drive-through window. “Hot and Melty—remember? Let’s go!”

	Peter set the pizza bag in the passenger seat, shut the door, and ran to the other side of the car.

	He had a job delivering small pizzas.

	***

	“Okay, what did everybody find out?” Peter looked around the counseling office at the Super Squad. The Fates were hunched over their phone. Juan was plating pieces of nigiri. Emo-G was cracking her knuckles, and SLURI was staring into space.[image: Image]

	GuyCo was in a faculty meeting.

	“We should get work-study credit for this,” Emo-G said, to no one in particular.

	“SLURI, what did you find from the receipts?” Peter asked.

	“I reckon the only item ordered by six people was a California roll.” SLURI was back to speaking regular Idahoan “hick speak”.

	“Does it have any ingredients that none of the other dishes have?”

	“Avocado,” Juan said. “It’s avocado. Hey, SLURI, can avocados make people sick?”

	“I’ve heard tell that guacamole tested positive for salmonella a time or two.”

	“Salmonella? That puts people in the hospital.” Juan shook his head. “It has to be something else.”

	“Allergies?” The Fate on the left asked.

	“Nah,” Peter said, “I’ve got hay fever and my cousin has a bunch of food allergies. Usually it makes your eyes get itchy, or you get a rash, or your throat swells up. Not diarrhea.”

	“Besides, who would order food they were allergic to?” Emo-G said.

	“Well, what else could it be?” wondered The Fate in the middle.

	“Maybe somebody put something on the avocado,” Peter said, “like—I dunno—a poison.”

	“Yeah, right. What kind of poison would a kid have access to?” Emo-G wondered.

	“And they would have had to be really quick for me not to notice,” Juan said.

	“I don’t know,” Peter wondered. “You said yourself that you are ‘in-the-zone’ when you’re doing sushi.

	“You guys are such conspiracy theorists,” Tia said. Peter recognized her from fifth period. She was wearing a yellow hairclip.

	“Then what is your theory, Tia?”

	“I’m Mia.”

	“What—no. Tia was wearing that hairclip in fifth period.”

	“We switched,” Mia said.

	“Switched classes or switch hairclips?”

	“That’s for us to know and you to find out.”

	“Can I find out now?”

	The Fates stared.

	“What is the point of a hairclip if it doesn’t keep your hair out of your face?”

	“What is the point of a team leader if he doesn’t do anything?”

	“Hey, I followed up with J.”

	“So,” Mia said—the person claiming to be Mia that was wearing Tia’s yellow hairclip, “what did she say?”

	Peter did his best J impression. “Well . . . there was this one sneaky-looking guy wearing a black face mask who came behind the counter and poured a vial of poison into GuyCo’s shake. Other than that, it was a pretty normal day.”

	Emo-G burst into laughter. “You guys, there is nothing going on around here. It’s just a few random things—what did you guys learn about the monkeys?”

	“Ohmigosh. It’s so fun,” said one of The Fates that wasn’t Tia pretending to be Mia. “We got in. Then we signed up our entire neighborhood and got invited to the “super sellers’ brunch.”

	“The what?” To Peter, it sounded like an event with free food.

	“Snacks in the parking lot during homeroom announcements,” Juan said. “Even I know about it. Don’t you ever check Pinstaglam?”

	“Oh. Um, I should probably download the app.”

	“We saved you guys some monkey bread.” One of The Fates, which Peter could only suppose was Leah because she reached into the backpack, labeled “Leah,” lifted a bakery box, and opened the top.

	“Ohhhh—sugar rush.” Peter reached for a piece of the gooey monkey bread, before stopping. “Nobody got the runs from eating this?”

	“Seriously?”

	“Just checking.”

	“Who brought the monkey bread?” Juan asked.

	“Why does it matter?” Leah snapped.

	“Because that person has access to the club’s money.”

	“Good point.” Peter stood up. “Girls, try to follow whoever is buying stuff for the monkey club events. See who they are getting the money from.”

	“They’re probably using Zenmo,” Emo-G noted. “It’s untraceable.”

	“Dangit.”

	“New plan—Emo-G, when one of the officers comes to your dad’s office, turn up the laughing gas and see if you can get some information out of—”

	“Now hold your horses just one minute,” SLURI interrupted. “Practicing medicine without a license is illegal.”

	“Oh, man,” Tia said—the one that wasn’t Leah and wasn’t wearing the yellow hairclip she used to be wearing. “It’s like having a cop in the room. How are we going to do anything sneaky with SLURI tattling on us?”

	“Well if we are out of options,” Peter said resignedly, “all I can do is see if Mo knows anything.” He couldn’t help but wonder if that insane driver’s test might have something do to with all this.

	Nobody opposed the idea.

	“Maybe I’ll tail him for a while,” Peter mused. “That weasel probably knows every crook in the county.”

	“Take Emo-G with you in case you get jumped by thugs,” Juan suggested.

	Peter exchanged a doubtful glance with Emo-G. “Thugs? In Surly?”

	Juan rang a tiny bell, announcing the completion of his creations.

	Where did he keep that thing?

	“The nigiri,” he said, in a poor attempt at a Japanese accent, “is ready.”

	The food vanished in seconds.

	As Peter finished chewing, he remembered something else, something big. “Oh yeah. Don’t forget the annual Cheese Pull. It’s tonight at the pavilion. You could win some major prizes.”

	Leah held up her phone. “Duh—Pinstaglam event invite.”

	“Cool. See you guys there.”

	The Cheese Pull was indeed a major draw. Everyone would be there, including, Peter realized, the usual Surly lowlifes like Mo. Whatever wasn’t right in Surly was bound to involve that sleazeball.

	***

	Hundreds of Surlyians gathered in Heritage Park. A live band playing country music twanged from a grandstand, far enough from the main pavilion to be tolerable.

	Peter stood on the stage at one end of the pavilion in his Pizza Boy outfit. In front of him, the Little Cheezers banner hung proudly across the front of the stage, facing rows of competitors gathered at the long tables covered in red plastic tablecloths. The center of each table had a pile of construction tape measures.

	Peter’s phone buzzed. He checked his timer and then shouted. “Two minutes!”

	From the back row, a boy started chanting, “Pizza. Pizza. Pizza,” while he pounded the table. Others joined in. The chorus rose to a roar.

	The Cheese Pull was an intricately timed event. Pizza boxes covered in insulating aluminized mylar blankets had to be taken off the warming plates and delivered to each table within seconds.

	Volunteers wearing Little Cheezers t-shirts, including Peter’s conscripted parents, lined up behind the boxes.

	Mayor Olsen climbed onto the stage behind the pizza tables and stood at the microphone. The chants died away.

	“Alright all you Little Cheezers-loving Surlyians, this is the chance you’ve been waiting for all year. The longest cheese pull wins a year of free Friday night pizza, delivered by our very own town hero Peter Barnes!”

	There was a smattering of mixed applause. The town had obviously still not forgiven him for dumping J, despite him having saved a car full of kids.

	The mayor looked at his watch. “On my mark—get ready to pull your slice.”

	The art in the Cheese Pull, as every table understood, was choosing a piece from the box without too much sauce and leaving the plastic box supporter in place—slices with too much sauce tended to have their toppings slip off. It needed lots of cheese Hot and Melty. Pull fast, then slow. Lift so the cheese didn’t droop onto the table.

	The entry fees went to the local Humane Society animal shelter. After the Cheese Pull, folks could browse the portable kennels to pick up a stray cat or dog. It was a major draw for kids and major drag for parents who had to argue with their pleading children about why they couldn’t have a puppy.

	This year J was volunteering at the Humane Society silent auction. Peter watched her out of the corner of his eye as she snuggled with a black-furred puppy.

	No, it wasn’t a puppy. It was an honest-to-goodness live monkey.

	And it wasn’t a silent auction booth. The banner stretched in front of her table announced. “Surly Loves Monkeys. You Can Too.”

	If J holding a monkey didn’t sell memberships, nothing would. It was like a cuteness singularity.

	His stomach twisted as he realized who was sitting next to her.

	Lewis was feeding fruit snacks to an equally cute monkey on his shoulder. Feeding them fruit snacks—that was going to Save the Monkeys? And Lewis—the guy who would shoot a raccoon on sight without blinking an eye—at the Humane Society event? What a joke.

	Lewis had even bragged about sniping a skunk on old man Steven’s property from two hundred yards.

	And even if it wasn’t pure luck, at least he was lucky in love. He gave J a smarmy grin.

	Give me a break.

	“Pizza to the tables!” the mayor announced.

	The volunteers hefted stacks of pizza boxes from the stage and passed them down the tables.

	“On your marks. Get set . . .”

	There. Skulking near the back of the pavilion was the perennial crowd-lover Mo. He thrived at chances to get up in front of groups. He was always near the front of the Cheese Pull—not that Peter had ever seen him buy a ticket. This year he wasn’t even at the tables but standing inconspicuously in the back of the crowd.

	What—is he on a diet?

	“Go!”

	Immediately people started pulling poorly separated slices from their boxes and stretching the pizza until the dangling strands broke. Volunteers with measuring tapes began calling out scores.

	“Twelve-and-a-half!”

	“Fourteen inches even.”[image: Image]

	That wouldn’t win. Matt had gone with a more expensive variety of really high-fat mozzarella—special order from Ash Valley Cheese. This stuff was even meltier than the usual Little Cheezers fare.

	It fueled the wildest dreams of kids across Surly. To the winner the of Cheese Pull went an entire year of free Friday pizza.

	A frenzy of pullers took slices of hot pizza from the boxes, some stretching almost to the length of their arm before the cheese broke.

	“Twenty-nine! Twenty-nine!”

	“Thirty point five!”

	The major pointed to the girl at the back. “Can anyone beat thirty point five?”

	“Still going!” cried a voice from the front right. “Still going!”

	A kid who looked no older than five was up on the table hauling a piece of pizza across it, trailing an impossibly long strand of mozzarella.

	At last, it broke.

	“That’s fifty—fifty-one,” cried the volunteer with the tape. “Fifty-one inches!”

	A decidedly dejected sound came out of the crowd, like air being let out of a tire.

	“A winner!” the mayor cheered. “Alright, son. Come on up here. What’s your name?”

	Oh no. Peter saw who it was and immediately wanted to be somewhere else.

	“Benson,” the boy announced proudly, his words blaring from the speakers as he pushed his lips into the mayor’s microphone.

	“Benson what?”

	“Benson Yates.”

	It was J’s little brother.

	“Congratulations, Benson,” the major beamed. “You just won a year of free Friday night pizza from Little Cheezers. Pizza Boy, will you do the honors?”

	Peter—dressed in his red cap, red gloves, red cape, and super-PB t-shirt—lifted a giant check and posed for a picture with the elated little brother of J.

	Peter wanted to just disappear.

	“Benson Yates—why that’s J’s little brother, isn’t it?” The mayor gave Peter a wink.

	Peter suppressed the urge to give an opportune kidney punch to the mayor. But the mayor was also a local volunteer church official.

	Peter didn’t want to get struck by lightning.

	Benson stepped on Peter’s foot on his way off the stage with the big check. “Free pizza!”

	“Well ladies and gentlemen, that’s a wrap. Make sure to finish up these delicious pizza pies before you make your way over to the silent auction—lots of great animals this year. You can donate directly to the shelter, or even sign up to save monkeys. Have a great time folks.”

	The band picked up the moment the mayor holstered the microphone.

	When Peter looked up, Mo was gone.

	That was when Peter’s stomach cramped. A wave of nausea passed over him and he choked down the urge to vomit.

	Oh no.

	Peter had helped himself to three slices of cheese pizza on the way from the restaurant to the park.

	Another urge to throw up hit Peter. His stomach felt like somebody had put a tourniquet on his guts and was determined to squeeze their contents out.

	He’d been poisoned.

	And it was on the pizza.

	Horror washed over Peter, a Hot and Melty wave of embarrassment and guilt. He had just served tainted pizza to two hundred people.

	Maybe. He couldn’t be sure.

	One side of him told him to run. The other told him to warn the crowd.

	But that was suicide. If he went to the mic and told everyone to stop eating, that was it. Anything could happen. He could lose his job.

	The cramp in his stomach tightened and Peter bent over. Somebody in the crowd had noticed.

	Just take your phone out and walk away like you just got a phone call. Of course, that was easy. He could get away far enough to puke without many people noticing.

	But how was he going to hide the fact that everybody got sick—if they did get sick? And he would have to admit to sneaking pizza before the event.

	Who cares what they thought about him? Most of them already hated him for dumping J anyway.

	On the front row, a little girl lifted a piece of pizza to her mouth. Then suddenly, Peter couldn’t stop himself. He took two quick steps to the microphone. “Everybody stop eating! I think the pizza is—”

	Peter hurled, covering the stage in a great splatter.

	Just like Peter, the pavilion emptied in a hurry. 


Chapter 10: Cold and Jiggly

	“Are you insane?” J poked her finger into Mo’s chest, wishing it was something sharper. He was backed up against his van parked in the undeveloped commercial lot behind HaulMart.

	“My little brother got sick,” J seethed. “I had to clean up his puke and wash all his clothes.”

	“Hey, what are you mad at me for? It was T.S.A. that did it.”

	“But it was your idea, wasn’t it?” J stared at Mo.

	How could they do this?

	“Big deal. Some kids got the runs. Little Cheezers is closed down. And A1 jerk-face Peter is out of a job. Isn’t that what you wanted? And that moment when he puked all over the stage—you couldn’t have asked for better payback than that. . . . Wish I would have stayed to see it.”

	“Mo—” J could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Little Cheezers is only out of business because they can’t get cheese.”

	“There’s plenty of cheese in the world.”

	“They buy a special kind of cheese from Ash Valley. Everybody knows it—well a few people.”

	“Including T.S.A.,” Mo said. “He inspected them just before their big shipment of mozzarella—pretty convenient if you ask me. And that cheese was oily to begin with. Nobody would have noticed a thing. A little Nastor Oil—or a lot of Nastor Oil—and voila. Surly runs a record day of water usage.”

	J flexed her fists. “You’re proud of the fact that hundreds of people in Surly spent their afternoon flushing their toilet every few minutes?”

	Mo laughed. “It is pretty funny.”

	“Ash Valley Cheese is being investigated.”

	“So?”

	“Where do you think they get their milk? It’s from my dad’s dairy. You can’t hurt anyone in a small town without hurting everyone.”

	“You should have thought about that before you tried to get revenge on Peter Barnes. Anyway, Soccer Mom’s part of the deal is done.” Then he leaned forward until he was quite inside J’s personal space. “Just remember that when she calls in the favor.”

	“I already bought a “Save the Monkeys” t-shirt and got half of my homeroom class to join. What else does she want?”

	“I nearly died in that canyon,” Mo said. “Have you nearly died trying to help Soccer Mom? Nah, you’re nowhere near paying off your debt.”

	J gave him a stare that would ignite a pile of wet laundry. “Oh, look who’s so high-and-mighty. Mr. ‘I know what’s good for Surly’. All you care about is what’s good for you.” J looked him up and down. Today Mo looked like an ad out of a J. Crew catalog. “Nice clothes. Where did you get the money?”

	“Where do you think? A bunch of gullible teenagers.”

	“That money was supposed to go to the PTA.”

	Technically, it was supposed to go to saving monkeys, but Soccer Mom intended to use it to fund her PTA takeover. So, Mo was misusing funds intended for misuse by Soccer Mom. Was that more or less wrong?

	“Well, I’ve got business expenses to cover. And it’s really none of your business.”

	“Wait until Soccer Mom hears about this.”

	“Soccer Mom—she can’t do a thing in this town without me.” Mo sneered. “And neither can you.”

	J’s jaw dropped. “Are you threatening me?”

	“Do I have to?” Mo dusted off the shoulder of his crisp new button-down shirt. “Look, if you weren’t desperate, you wouldn’t be involved. You think me and T.S.A. work for Soccer Mom because we got bored of cushy jobs with fancy benefits packages? Don’t kid yourself.”

	“Oh, I feel so motivated now. Thanks, Mo.” She burned at the indignation of having this lowlife lording over her.

	“First pep talk is on me. After that, you can sign up for a personal life coach session. Friends and family discount is forty bucks an hour.”

	Right, like she was his friend. Like he had any friends.

	It was the thing to say, but it would have only hurt. Just because you could say something that cut someone, didn’t mean you had to.

	She had Peter to thank for that lesson.

	***

	The dinner table at the Barnes house was strangely quiet, even with a guest. For once, Peter was eating with his family instead of delivering pizza. Juan was there too. The round table in the middle of the kitchen didn’t have the leaf his parents put in when guests came over, so all five chairs were sort of crammed around it, as if they were playing cards. Only, there weren’t any cards. And nobody had a smile on their face, especially not after his mom had attempted to extract a play-by-play recital of his joint oral report with J in History class.

	Of course, Peter had refused to say anything. What was he supposed to say?

	“So, then I stared at the floor while she talked about ziggurats. And then she stared at the windows while I talked about how the Tigris and Euphrates rivers didn’t make canyons like the Snake River because the ground is really flat. And everybody else stared at the floor, thinking ‘awkward!’ and wishing the bell would ring so they could go to lunch.”

	Mason stirred his gravy into his mashed potatoes. “At least it’s not pizza for dinner again.”

	“Shutup, Mason.”

	“Peter—language.”

	“Be quiet forever, please, Mason.”

	“Peter.” His dad sat up in his chair. But rather than lecture him about his behavior he only asked for the salt.

	That was a relief. Ever since Peter had gotten the job at Little Cheezers, he had stopped doing family farm chores. His dad was now doing all the work, on top of his day job, and dealing with all of Mason’s mayhem. Peter had a good suspicion Mason’s acting up was mostly an attempt to win attention from his now busier parents.

	His dad hadn’t complained about it. Although, with Little Cheezers out of commission, Peter was always half-expecting his dad to demand that Peter start doing the chores again. He wasn’t sure whether his dad was just being proud or waiting for him to admit defeat and return to Pig Boy duties. Either way, it was a relief he hadn’t brought up the issue. Peter passed the salt and thanked his luck.

	“Well, it’s not sushi, Juan,” his mom said, “just regular old Idahoan food.”

	“That’s alright. At least it’s not tamales.”

	Peter looked at Juan, stunned. “You don’t like tamales?”

	“I hate tamales.”

	“That’s interesting.”

	“I love tamales,” Mason said, with his mouth full.

	“You’ve never even had tamales,” Peter argued.

	“Ya-huh. They had them at school lunch. I didn’t like it the first time, but then I found out you’re supposed to take the corn leaves off the outside.”

	“If it’s some kind of special event like Christmas or anything, everybody in the family always wants to have tamales.” Juan shook his head. “There is nothing fresh about tamales. No texture contrast. No mixing of flavors in every bite.” Juan poked at his mashed potatoes with his fork. “Plus, I’m pretty sure masa backs you up.”

	Mason snorted a laugh. His laugh sounded just like Peter’s.

	Peter reached out his fork and scooped some mashed potatoes off Juan’s plate and moved them over to his. “So now we’re both hosed.”

	Juan stabbed a piece of soggy broccoli with his fork and twirled it slowly, staring at the culinary disaster with passive disinterest. “I don’t get why Little Cheezers couldn’t just do business as usual.”

	“Because Ash Valley Cheese stopped shipping us the special mozzarella. They didn’t want to be implicated if it happened again.”

	“Special mozzarella?”

	“It stays melty longer. That’s how we almost never have to give away free pizza.”

	“That, and Peter drives like a maniac.”

	“Shutup—I mean stay quiet forever, please, Mason.”

	“So, they just closed up shop?” Juan asked.

	“Yeah, no pizza. No job.”

	“At least the pigs will get fed.” Peter’s dad shoveled a spoonful of mashed potatoes into his mouth.

	“Dad—seriously.” Was everything he had done to separate himself from the claws of Surly’s country life all in vain? Cutting himself free of J and all the town’s expectations, even taking a humiliating part-time job at Little Cheezers—for nothing. Was he back to being Pig Boy Peter Barnes?

	“Why can’t Peter deliver sushi?” Mason said as he pushed his broccoli to the far edge of his plate where it teetered on the edge.

	The idea struck Peter like a deer on the highway. For once Mason had said something intelligent. Sushi was best served fresh—very fresh. But who wants to go out for sushi all the time? Nobody. You can’t sit in front of your computer and watch sappy Korean dramas on Netflops while eating fresh sushi.

	The closure of Little Cheezers had left a gap in the dietary needs of Surly and Peter could capitalize on that. People were used to ordering out after work when they were tired and stressed and didn’t want to think about making dinner for the kids.

	Without Little Cheezers, they were out of options. But not anymore. TV plus fresh sushi was about to become a reality in Surly, Idaho.

	I’m not going to have to feed pigs after all.

	Peter looked at his brother and then Juan. A smile spread across their faces in unison.

	“We’re gonna be rich!”

	***

	Peter set the plastic container with the sushi on the passenger seat. He wasn’t worried about making this delivery on time.

	It was two blocks.

	He probably wouldn’t even need the folks to yield to his Hot and Melty sign.

	Peter pulled away from the Sushi King stand at the abandoned gas station and drove halfway to his house, stopping in front of the Osgood’s, the house with the blue trim and the annoying yapper dog.

	Peter took the sushi and stepped out, noting with some pride, his handiwork on the roof sign.

	It was the original Little Cheezers sign that Peter hadn’t given back yet, but covered by a hand-painted poster in Japanese-looking lettering proclaiming: “Sushi King: Cold and Jiggly or its Free!”[image: Image]

	The “or it’s free” part was actually the bottom line of the Little Cheezer’s sign. The fonts didn’t match but it saved some work. With silver duct tape holding the new lettering in place, Peter took to the streets of Surly with his red cap, red cape, red gloves, and whatever t-shirt he wanted to wear, because they were low on cash after printing the flyers and couldn’t afford uniforms yet.

	Peter had paid Mason and his friends to deliver fliers to houses across Surly all week. It was apparently a business expense, his dad had emphasized—tax-free.

	Juan had even taken up a social media campaign on Pinstaglam. After soliciting enough testimonials to fend off trolls still angry about the school incident—after all it had happened to Sheik-Fil-A and Little Cheezers—the rancor dropped low enough to get the reviews solidly above four stars.

	There was just one problem.

	Peter rang the doorbell. This was the third delivery for the night, another house from his neighborhood.

	He sincerely doubted that sushi was more popular in ‘the plots’ than in the wealthier parts of town.

	Mrs. Osgood opened her screen door and the scent of department store perfume wafted out. Looking past her, Peter saw Mr. Osgood in the kitchen making a sandwich.

	“Oh hi, Peter.”

	Peter held out the delivery. “Sushi King: Cold and Jiggly or it’s Free.”

	“You’re just the sweetest. Thanks for bringing this by.”

	“Cash or card?”

	“Um, cash. Is that okay?”

	“Sure.”

	Peter made change, took the two-dollar tip, and headed back to his car. Three deliveries in one night. It was their second highest daily total yet.

	As he turned the corner Peter looked through the back yard of the Osgood’s neighbor. Through the chain-link fence, Peter spied Mrs. Osgood opening her back door and depositing the untouched plastic container of sushi in her big black trash can. From her facial expression he would have guessed she was disposing of a dirty diaper.

	Ouch.

	It was hard not to take the mercy orders personally. They weren’t doing this for charity. It was a real business.

	Why can’t people just try it?

	An hour later, sitting in his parked car outside Juan’s mobile sushi cart at the back of the HaulMart parking lot at seven thirty at night, Peter had an epiphany.

	People in Surly liked pizza, not sushi. Peter had wasted all the money he had earned from Little Cheezers to start a sushi delivery business with Juan. At the rate they were losing money with the cost of ingredients—mostly going to waste—he wasn’t even going to be able to cover his car payment next month.

	He rolled down the window. “This was a bad idea.”

	Juan looked up from practicing his cucumber peeling. “Dude.”

	That pretty much said it. Juan was glad he had given it a try, but even he had admitted that “Cold and Jiggly” just didn’t have the same crowd appeal as “Hot and Melty”.

	“If we had someone cute like J working for us all the guys would come,” Juan said.

	Peter stared at his speedometer and gas indicators which both read zero. “J? Yeah, right.”

	“What about The Fates?” Juan suggested.

	“We can’t afford to hire all three of them. We can’t even afford gas.”

	“Yeah, bad idea—dangit.” Juan’s attempt to peel the cucumber in one continuous spiral with his sushi knife had ended the same way as their business: failure.

	“You want to do something else?” Peter suggested. “Maybe play some video games?”

	That hurt. Even Peter could tell. This was serious for Juan. It was his life.

	“Yeah, never mind.” The musty bitterness of it all lingered like the aftertaste of a piece you cheese you bit into before realizing it was moldy.

	For the first time since the fateful day a month-and-a-half before when Peter had ended PB&J, he was willing to admit things had only gotten worse. People still hated on him for dumping J—technically they were never ‘together’, just friends, but how was he supposed to explain that when nobody wanted to hear it? They had been ignoring him saying the same thing for fourteen and a half years.

	Juan set down his sushi knife. “You okay, man?”

	“Just . . .”

	“You got heartburn or something?”

	“Yeah, maybe too much wasabi.”

	“You need to take a break for the night?”

	Peter’s toes curled in his shoes. Avoiding Juan’s concerned gaze, he looked up at the sun visor where a small picture was tucked under the edge of the makeup mirror—people who made cars apparently didn’t know about cell phones with selfie cameras and still put mirrors in them.

	Peter reached up and took the old piece of paper down.

	What’s this?

	It was a yellowing piece of newsprint. Peter recognized it immediately, like a blast from the past. It was an original copy of the USA Yesterday midweek special on Surly, the source of Idaho’s famous baby PB&J photo.

	As far as Peter knew, there were no more original copies. How had this gotten here? His dad had bought the car used at an auction. The original owners might have been from as far away as Boise or Cheyenne. Had someone put this in his car recently?

	The faded print showed two cuddly babies holding hands, wearing embroidered onesies bearing the fateful letters PB and J.

	Something surged in Peter, like a car being revved in neutral before a street race. And then that brief tingly, glowy sensation of unspoken interest and a surge of memories of teasing glances and giddy laughing was gone.

	Peter wanted to somehow wake it back up. Was there CPR for lost emotions? Some part of the past that he had tried so hard to escape was still alive inside him. It felt good—a lot better than the disappointing reality of a cart full of sushi ingredients rapidly reaching expiration and a car running on empty.

	It reminded him of free fries at Sheik-Fil-A, peanut butter cups, and watching cat videos out behind the barn.

	His anxiety about Surly’s PB&J obsession was never about J, he realized. It was about living up to some impossible expectation. Being someone he didn’t want to be.

	Hands trembling, Peter couldn’t bring himself to crumple the picture.

	That meant something.

	Unbidden, a tear welled in the corner of Peter’s eye. “Maybe I shouldn’t have dumped J.”

	“Man, just do what you gotta do. Look—” Juan was halfway through turning another cucumber. “Make a mistake. Let it go. But don’t give up.”

	“You’re the best, Juan—you’re the king.”

	“No, Peter. You’re the king. Only now you gotta put down the law on Lewis before he steals your girl.”

	With the gas tank pegged at empty, Peter started the engine, put the Hyundai in gear, and headed for the cul-de-sac at 480 S, just off Second East—the cul-de-sac where the two most famous people in Surly lived: PB&J.


Chapter 11: Pink Fizzy Drink

	As his car chugged out and stalled, Peter coasted into his driveway. He set the emergency brake and walked over to J’s house.

	Naked.

	That’s how he felt. Standing on J’s porch in the waning twilight Peter had second thoughts—and third thoughts.

	I dumped her. Hard. She’s not just going to forget that.

	She might.

	There were times when you just had to face the consequences of your choices, no matter how stupid or embarrassing. Of all the things Peter was, coward wasn’t one of them. At least he had got that from his dad, if nothing else.

	His dad had once backed his truck into a parked car. He took one look at the damage and then walked up the house steps, rang the doorbell, and confessed. Peter had stayed in the truck out of embarrassment.

	With the image of his dad standing on the lonely porch in his mind, Peter reached up and pushed J’s doorbell.

	Benson answered. “Hey, Peter. Where’s my free pizza?”

	“Can’t get cheese, yet. Sorry. Is J here?”

	“I thought you hated her.”

	“I just—is she home?”

	“No. She’s at the football game.”

	“Oh . . . right.” That explained why there were so few orders for sushi. Everyone in town was at the football game versus Preston High.

	That would also explain the fifth period pep rally that he had skipped to help Juan get ready for a busy Friday night.

	Right. Busy.

	“See you later.” Benson shut the door with gusto. The way the door slammed in the frame mirrored the ripple of hurt that ran through Peter. Like always, he was the outsider.

	Well, he had worked hard to make himself one.

	Peter wandered back home.

	“Welcome home, Peter.” His mom sat at the kitchen counter—poised there, like a cat that had been waiting for who knows how long to pounce. “How was work?”

	“Fine,” Peter said in a voice that meant, crappy.

	“I saw you over at J’s house.”

	Peter opened the fridge and chugged the dregs of a milk carton, to avoid having to look his mom in the eye.

	She didn’t say anything—just sat at the kitchen counter and waited like a trained puppy. Finally, Peter volunteered, “She’s at the game, like everybody who wasn’t ordering sushi.”

	“There’s a stomp after the game.”

	“A what?”

	“A hop—a dance. Whatever you call it these days.”

	“So?”

	“All the girls are going to be there.”

	Peter gestured with the milk carton, pointing in the direction of the school. “So, I could sell them sushi at the dance?”

	“No. You could dance with them.”

	Peter flinched like his mom had just said a four-letter word. The “d” word was five—technically worse.

	Dance? Would he actually do that?

	Peter’s brain ground to a halt. There were a few times in a person’s life when time just stops, because something is so wrong that to go forward would just shatter reality. Peter drifted through that broken space-time as the drops of his vaporized childhood condensed on the fume hood of teenager-ness. Somehow, he knew there was no going back. He was a ninth grader. There were things like dances where you went to do—gulp—dancing.

	Strange as it should have been—like looking at a plate full of nothing but vegetables and thinking “Mmm, that looks delicious!”—the idea of dancing with girls seemed . . . well, not so terrible. Like, meh, why not.

	What is wrong with me?

	All the while, the phantom of Peter’s childhood—the Pan of his carefree summers—screamed like a ghost forlorn and forsaken. No, Peter! That is the way to the dark side.

	On the other hand, there wasn’t much to lose. He didn’t have a chance with J and no other girl in the school would give him the time of day. He could just stand at the back and drink pink fizzy drink straight from the punch bowl, eat free cookies, and laugh at the suckers who got cornered into asking girls to dance.

	That wouldn’t be so bad. “Uh, can you give me a ride?”

	“You can drive.”

	“I’m out of gas . . . pretty much. Might have enough to make it to the gas station if I siphon some from dad’s quad.”

	“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” His mom stood up and grabbed her keys from the peg board next to the carport door. “Go comb your hair and brush your teeth—a lot.”

	“Why—”

	“Peter.”

	It wasn’t worth arguing with that tone of voice.

	***

	Peter stood beside the refreshments table at the back of the gym, feeling like a stuffed animal in a store display. He looked down at the table, which featured delicious HaulMart brand water bottles.

	Talk about cheap.

	“So, no pink fizzy drink?” Peter undid his collar button and untucked his shirt. Why did his mom make him wear a button-up shirt to a regular old school dance?

	Javier Lopez gave him a cock-eyed stare. “What the heck is a pink fizzy drink?”

	“You know. They always serve it at wedding receptions—sherbet mixed with 7-Up. Aren’t they supposed to have a big punch bowl with that stuff in it at dances?”

	“Oh yeah, that stuff. I guess people were afraid it might get poisoned. You know, the student body officers used to order Little Cheezers when we won. If you were in the first fifty or a hundred people to the dance, you got free pizza.” Javier grimaced. “That’s not happening anymore either.”

	Well, it made sense after the Cheese Pull incident had scarred the memories of every citizen of Surly forever.

	Javier looked at his HaulMart water bottle. “So now it’s just this stuff.”

	Peter cracked the lid of one. He swallowed a gulp of the stale water. It wasn’t even cold. “I mean, didn’t you always dream about drinking straight from a punch bowl?”

	“No, that’s gross man.”

	“Speaking of . . . did you dance with any girls yet?”

	“Just one. My cousin grabbed my arm with her nails and told me if I didn’t ask her friend to dance, she was going to kick me where it counts.”

	“No way.”

	Javier broke into his ‘you got me’ smile—the one he always made in geography class when he got to the point in his answer that the teacher could finally tell he was completely making it up. “Yeah, but she was doing these like really sinister looks. I didn’t want to risk it, man. That girl is on the soccer team.”

	Peter shoved his hands in his pockets and gazed out at the decidedly dysfunctional group of students trying to look cool while moving their bodies in ridiculous ways. “Still, better than a softball chick.”

	“Yeah, softball chicks are scaaary.” Javier’s sentence drawled out slowly as his eyes drifted and locked onto a girl. She was clearly out of his league and still sporting her cheerleader outfit from the game.

	“That’s Kate Despain, Javier. She’s a junior and a cheerleader. Let it go.”

	“The wolf must hunt.”

	“Are you insane?”

	Just like that, Peter was alone with a table of lukewarm plastic water bottles.

	There was just one thing Peter wanted. One thing he desperately wanted not to happen.

	Sure, he didn’t want to dance. But he could get past that. He might even like it. He kind of hoped he would. But he wasn’t going to take that leap while there was still free water to chug.

	Where were the cookies?

	And why was it so hot?

	Peter scanned the crowd again.

	Still no J. And even better, no Lewis.

	No Lewis. Life was good. And nobody was going to get sick from water bottles. The experience of throwing up in front of the entire town of Surly was still etched in Peter’s memory. At least he had had the guts to say something—before he emptied his.

	So here he was again, facing another challenge of courage.

	Then he spotted his out. Emo-G was lurking near the opposite wall.

	Is that what emo people did? Sulking? Leering? Stalking?

	Instead of dancing, he could just go over and ask her what she had been able to discover by spying on Mo with her dad’s drone that he had bought and never used.

	Rich people.

	Peter dodged dipping, hopping, popping, dropping, krumping, and general slumping on his way across the room.

	Emo-G wore black leather pants, leather wrist bands with metal spikes, and a t-shirt that looked like it had been the main course of a velociraptor’s Lunchable.

	“Hey, G. I’ve been meaning to ask you—”

	“Finally.”

	Before Peter could retreat, Emo-G had grabbed his hand and spun him toward the mayhem in the center of the room.

	Wait a minute.

	The mayhem was gone. It was a slow song . . . for dancing with a partner. And Emo-G has just thought he had come to ask her to dance.

	No!

	From the way she moved, like ice on a hardwood floor, Emo-G clearly had had ballroom dance training, probably another of the after-school activities her parents had found to keep her busy while they pulled teeth and played golf.

	Peter did his best to avoid stepping on Gabriella’s toes. It was the strangest thing he had ever done, slow dancing with a third-degree black belt wearing spiked wrist bands.

	Gabriella let go of Peter’s hand and pirouetted away and then back into his arms. “It’s like people are afraid to ask me to dance.”

	No kidding.

	“Weirdos,” Peter said, envying them all.

	“It’s just dancing,” Emo-G said, a grin spreading across her face.

	Peter ducked away from another couple on a collision course. “Yeah, totally.” Then he did a double take. It wasn’t just any couple.

	J and Lewis were on the floor.

	Then, as if the crowd could somehow sense the brewing opportunity for some kind of epic emotional disaster, space opened around Peter—like he had just eaten a vomit cheese pizza, a puke shake, and bad sushi and was ready to blow chunks across the floor. As if by magic or twisted fate, a ring opened in the dance floor leaving PB and J with their partners alone the middle.

	“Oh crap—it’s a circle.”

	There was no escape.

	“Dip me—and don’t let go!” Emo-G bent into a dip across Peter’s arm. He brought her back up easily—far easier than bucking hay, anyway.

	That was when Lewis swung J between his legs twisted her around and swung her back up. She popped up into his arms, perfectly in sync with the beats. They were dancing country swing to a pop song—but they were killing it.

	Come on, Barnes. Step it up.

	Of course, Peter had no moves to step up to—none that weren’t embarrassing or silly anyway.

	Peter vaguely recalled a few instructions from a Wednesday night church social where they had learned a ballroom routine a few years before—a scarring experience for a twelve-year-old. He kept his back straight, his hand and elbow up.

	“You aren’t totally horrible,” Emo-G said. She was actually smiling. It made her look like a psychopath—the nice kind that you would never suspect.

	“I’m not?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Thanks. You’re basically amazing.”

	Lewis and J pulled off another swing move. In this one, Lewis swung J up and over his head in a handstand stall and then back down. Her legs swung to his left side, then back up and down across his right side and then to a straddle. She was all over him.

	The crowd screamed. The circle grew denser with spectators. Peter could hear the whispers. It was no longer PB and J. It was PB versus J. And she and Lewis had just put the smack down.

	Gotta play to our strengths.

	“Hey—idea. How about a dance fight?”

	“A what?”

	“Like, do one of those spins you did, but throw a roundhouse over my head. I’ll try to sweep you.”

	Emo-G didn’t hesitate. She let go of Peter’s hand, twirled three times in a blur, and then let her leg fly up over Peter’s head.[image: Image]

	He made a Kungfu sweep maneuver that probably looked ridiculously amateur, but Emo-G cleared it with a leap and landed next to him, catching his wrist.

	The next second Peter was standing up. Gabriella had somehow reverse slammed him, if there was such a thing. Then she turned her shoulder threw him over her back and landed him on his feet.

	On my feet?

	Peter was pretty sure he had watched Emo-G do that move in the dojo and send a kid into low earth orbit and onto his back.

	“Peter!” Javier launched a water bottle into the air. Then a second and third.

	Peter caught the first, tossed it up, and then the second and launched the third. He struck a disco pose and caught the first bottle, keeping the juggling going with one hand while he spun Emo-G with the other.

	There were some things every guy could do. While J was at the yellow barn for swing night, he hadn’t completely wasted his time.

	“One.” Peter flipped the half-empty water bottle into the center of the circle, where it landed right side up.

	“He stuck it!” Javier cheered.

	Peter spun Emo-G again and tossed the second bottle. It landed beside the first—right side up.

	“Two!” The crowd cheered.

	Peter tossed the third bottle. It was going to make it—a perfect three bottle toss. For one moment, the glory of countless hours of water bottle flipping practice hung in the air, turning and glimmering in the light of a disco ball that had long-since stopped turning. Whatever glory there was to be had in this place belonged to him.

	Victory!

	Then Lewis stepped into the picture, caught the bottle, dipped J, bit the lid off, and chugged the entire contents.

	He tossed the empty bottle back at Peter and lifted J as the last refrain of the song trailed off.

	The crowd gave a huge cheer, like Surly High had actually won a football game for once—hypothetically speaking.

	“What? Seriously?” Peter stared in defeat as the circle of spectators collapsed into a mass of kids congratulating Lewis and J on their impromptu dance battle victory.

	Emo-G turned up her hands and shrugged. “Not bad.”

	Peter gave a resigned sigh while resisting the urge to dump one of the water bottles on Lewis. Yet again, Peter had snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. He turned away from the crowd. “We tried.”

	“Yeah, nice try.”

	The voice behind him made Peter wonder if somebody was going to dump a water bottle on his unsuspecting head. He quickly looked back over his shoulder to see J just a few feet away, looking perfectly pleased with her arms looped through Lewis’s.

	Peter set his jaw. “Nice moves.”

	“Should have come with me to swing night instead of playing video games.” She stared at him for just long enough to make him think she was going to say something else. Then she turned, clasped hands with Lewis and skipped away into the crowd.

	Holding hands?

	The thing Peter had desperately not wanted—to see J dancing with Lewis—had not only happened, but lead to something even worse.

	This was serious.

	Peter drifted toward Gabriella, desperate to think about something else, while his insides slowly dissolved into primordial ooze. At least that’s what it felt like.

	“So,” he said awkwardly, “Where’s SLURI?”

	“Some senior checked it out,” Emo-G said.

	“Bummer.”

	“Yeah well, SLURI can’t dance anyway. It’s like a quadriplegic robot.”

	Peter looked down and saw several of his footprints on Emo-G’s combat boots. “At least it doesn’t step on your feet.”

	“No, but it rolled off my dresser once.”

	The circle vanished as a hip-hop song thumped over the speakers and the crowd pressed in.

	“Did SLURI break through the floor and land in your parent’s room?”

	“Just broke the floorboards. It kept saying, “Help, I’ve fallen and I can’t get up.”

	“It was in wheezy old man mode?”

	Emo-G nodded. She covered her mouth as a fit of giggles took over her.

	It was remarkable how quickly the spikes, the leather, and the black makeup had disappeared to leave a geek laughing about a robot without any arms or legs sticking halfway out of the floor.

	“Oh, hey. You’re never going to believe what I saw with my drone camera.” Gabriella leaned closer. “Mo dropped in at the ‘Save the Monkeys’ tailgate party before the football game.”

	“So, you think he’s involved with the club, or just mooching food?”

	“He acts like he knows all the officers. I wouldn’t be surprised if that greedy creep was the one who invented the whole thing,” Emo-G said, her hands balling into fists and her gaze drifting into a stare that Peter hoped never got directed at him.

	“That’s a start.”

	Emo-G looked back at Peter and then leaned closer.

	Peter’s ear was millimeters away from Emo-G’s lips as the music thumped in the background. He was distinctly aware of the fact that she could bite his neck and drain his blood at any moment. “Guess who wandered over to the north parking lot to talk with Mo after the tailgate party?”

	“The mastermind?” Peter said, hoping Emo-G had discovered some missing piece of the puzzle.

	“No. It was J.”

	That was interesting. J and Mo. One person who likely hated him and one who had nearly gotten him killed.

	Am I being complete completely paranoid?

	“But that’s not all,” Emo-G said, “Once she left, another car pulled up. It was the USDA inspector. I got his initials off his uniform. T.S.A.”

	“The USDA inspector?”

	“Yeah, the guy who has access to any dairy or slaughterhouse in the county.”

	A chill ran down Peter’s sweaty spine.

	Emo-G folded her arms, giving the closest thing to a pouting expression as he had ever seen on her. “Then they spotted the drone.”

	“What?” Peter gasped. “I thought that thing was whisper quiet.”

	“Yeah, but they must have seen it move. They got in their cars to chase it, so I had to ditch it in the creek. Otherwise, they could have followed it until the batteries ran out and found my dad’s name on it.”

	“Well it’s floated halfway to Oregon by now,” Peter said. He was sorry to lose that drone. It was perfect for spying.

	Gabriella twirled her hand dismissively. “It’s not like dad is going to miss it.”

	“Now if it was his golf clubs—” Peter suggested.

	Emo-G pointed a finger at him. “Don’t you even tempt me, Peter Barnes.”

	“If his golf clubs mysteriously floated away . . .”

	Emo-G folded her arms and shook her head, her face struggling to hide a look of absolute joy. “You are talking about high treason.”

	Peter didn’t need to deliberate. “If there is any treason to be done, count me in.”

	Emo-G tapped her chin. “We would need a decent excuse.”

	“A science project—a raft. Something about buoyancy. You could use the clubs for oars.”

	“Or legs for SLURI!”

	Peter snorted a laugh. “We gotta try that.”

	“Wish I had those kinds of skills,” Emo-G said. “Anyway, somebody has to find out what this T.S.A. guy is up to. What if he had something to do with the poisonings?”

	“I can try to tail him . . . just as soon as I can get gas money.”

	“Peter, I bought sushi like three times this week.”

	She clearly thought he should be flush with cash, but their earnings hadn’t even covered their expenses.

	He shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s just not pizza, Gabs. Surly needs Little Cheezers. We’ve got to clear Little Cheezers and get the special mozzarella shipping again. But that’s not going to happen unless we can prove somebody else was behind the Cheese Pull poisoning.” Peter put his hands on his hips, missing the feel of his Pizza Boy gloves. “I think it’s time we called in The Fates. And GuyCo is going to want to hear this, too.”

	Emo-G pumped her fist. “It’s time Surly’s Super Squad took a slice out of crime.”

	Peter looked at Emo-G, imagining a meme with the words “taking a slice out of crime” pasted under a glowing image of him in the pizza boy costume and the other Super Squad members making epic poses. “Should we trademark that catchphrase?”


Chapter 12: Humble Pie

	After one week of lost profits, the Sushi King delivery service was officially canceled. His only escape from chores was Super Squad meetings.

	Today’s meeting was being held on the football field bleachers. They changed the meeting location regularly to avoid drawing attention from Surly’s criminal underground.

	Peter thought it was paranoid. The only important thing “underground” in Surly was potatoes. Sure, there were a few crooks, like anywhere, but rotating meeting locations was just annoying. And why did they have those raised metal lines on bleachers that dug into your butt?

	Thankfully, he was on the edge of this seat—literally—and was only sitting on one of the bumpy lines on the bleacher.

	SLURI summed up the plan. “Sounds like a good ‘ole fashioned showdown.”

	Emo-G crushed her not quite empty juice box in her hand, sending a spritz of berry blast droplets into the air.

	Peter flinched as he took the brunt of it in the face.

	“Sorry.” She tried to wipe away the juice, but it was more like a slap. That was probably the smallest amount of damage a third-degree black belt could do.

	Peter leaned back. “I’m okay. Let’s just think of a good way to corner that T.S.A. guy.”

	“More importantly, let’s make sure the lighting is good for our photos,” Mia said. She put a finger to her chin. “Should we do a snip-snap vid clip? But the audio outdoors . . . maybe we could mic everyone.”

	“I just hope it’s worth it,” Juan said. “I need some way to prove it was somebody else who poisoned those kids. I need my rep cleared.”

	“We’ll get it back,” Peter said, realizing there was nothing left to discuss and the Super Squad meeting was going end, leaving him with nothing to do but feed pigs.

	And he still had to come up with a way to lure T.S.A. into a confrontation they could videotape.

	***

	Peter lifted the bucket of feed and stared into it, feeling like nothing less than a complete idiot.

	The hand-lettered sign had come off the Hyundai and Surly was back to eating out at Sheik-Fil-A and the shady diner on the highway that you only went to if the car lineup at Shiek-Fil-A was really long.

	There wasn’t even an article in the Surly Gazette about the new business calling it quits. Some folks, like Mr. and Mrs. Osgood, were probably glad.

	Peter dumped the bucket of chow at the pigs. “Grow up faster so I can have some bacon.”

	He turned the bucket down and sat on it.

	His problem had a solution. He had to find who was responsible for the Little Cheezer’s poisoning. Emo-G’s remote-controlled espionage had got them a lead they could follow. The problem was trying to get this T.S.A. guy to admit that he had done something wrong. If they could record him saying something incriminating about the poisonings, the video would blow up on Pinstaglam like a kid with allergies at a 4H convention. People would realize Little Cheezers had nothing to do with the poisonings. Ash Valley Cheese would be shipping special mozzarella in no time. Pig Boy could go back to being Pizza Boy.

	If Peter wanted to force T.S.A to spill the beans, he had to corner him. But where? 

	Of course, he inspected the dairy.

	Peter couldn’t accost him there.

	There was a meat packing plant, but it was halfway to the falls, clear across the county.

	Potatoes surely didn’t need inspecting.

	Or do they?

	If there was one thing more important than pizza in Surly, it was potatoes.

	The beginnings of an idea trickled into Peter’s mind, like the irrigation water just starting to reach the end of the field and spill out from the rows of corn.

	Peter could make an anonymous tip to the local food inspection office about potato mold. They would send out an inspector and Peter would corner him, alone—or so T.S.A. thought.

	The problem was the nearest potato cellars were on Lewis’s farm.

	He would have to risk it. Feeding pigs didn’t earn enough gas money to go any further.

	“Grow bacon seed. Grow.” Peter stooped up and hung the bucket on the peg under the eaves the small barn. He walked back to the house, only risking one look back to J’s bedroom window. Her reading light glowed through the blinds.

	A twinge of regret bit at him. “I should have gone to the yellow barn for swing night.” He said the words aloud, not sure if he believed them. He said them because it was the last thing she had said to him and somehow it felt like a connection.

	But then she had gone off and held hands with Lewis Larson.

	She had never even held hands with Peter.

	What was so special about Lewis? He had a truck?

	Anyway, Lewis had potato cellars way out on the corner of his farm. That was all that mattered.

	That, and the fact that Peter had the Super Squad.

	***

	After school the next day, Peter crouched in the shade of the big earth-covered cylinder shape that formed the cold storage cellars for the Larson farm. Emo-G inspected her black-painted nails a few feet away. “SLURI, can you find the USDA inspector’s car on any of the public webcams in Surly?”

	“Eh,” SLURI wheezed. “Aren’t too many of those around anymore, are there? They just don’t make webcams like they used to.”

	“SLURI, just answer the question.”

	“What? Oh, yeah. Just drove past the barbershop.”

	“SLURI seems sluggish. It’s not that hot out here.”

	“Wheezy old man mode,” Emo-G said. “It’s not very quick to begin with.”

	“I heard that, you little whipper-snapper. I’m quick as a tack and sharp as a whip.”

	Peter did a face-palm. “Where did they train it—a rest home?”

	“Probably.” Emo-G placed a hand affectionately on the big cement egg sitting in the mud. “SLURI, switch to Idahoan.”

	“Alright, then. ‘Bout time.”

	Peter gave out an exasperated sigh.

	“Oh—that’s T.S.A.!” Emo-G held up her phone. “The Fates just posted a selfie to Pinstaglam with his car in the background. He’s almost here.”

	“Okay.” Peter reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and started his audio recording. That was backup in case The Fates didn’t make it across the field from where they were scouting in time to catch the critical evidence.

	Juan leaned out from behind the potato cellar and gave a thumbs-up. He would block the far exit between the two potato cellars with his cart. Emo-G would cover the near exit, leaving T.S.A. mano-a-mano with Pizza Boy.

	Peter had even worn the outfit. He figured it made him look more official. It might even conjure up some memories of the cheese pull, and perhaps some guilt for what T.S.A. had likely caused.

	Or so Peter hoped. There was no way to know if this T.S.A. guy was anything other than one of Mo’s low-down business associates—someone who owed him money or needed life coaching lessons. But clearly, they hadn’t been keen on getting spied on by Gabriella’s drone. So, it was promising. There was a heavy chance this guy was a straight-up crook.

	Gravel crunching under tires sounded from the other side of the potato cellar.

	“He’s here.”

	The inspector lumbered the corner a moment later, with a swagger like an old west outlaw wandering into town. His blue button-down shirt had the telltale initials T.S.A. embroidered over the left shirt pocket and the seal of the Food and Drug Administration on the other breast pocket where his pen was tucked in a pocket protector. He held his clipboard loosely in one hand, as if ready to draw his pen and cite a potato mold infraction at the slightest provocation.

	But instead of an anonymous tipper ready to show T.S.A. some rotting produce, he got Peter Barnes.

	“Pizza Boy,” said the inspector, slowing to a stop.

	“T.S.A.”

	“What are you doing here?” The inspector glanced at SLURI and Emo-G, still leaning casually against the opposite potato cellar.

	“Maybe you can tell me,” Peter said. He stepped away from the potato cellar’s shadow and into the bright afternoon sun, his cape thrown back by a gentle autumn breeze, gloved hands in fists.

	“I don’t have time for pranks, kid.”

	“Ha. Funny you mention it.” Peter pointed at T.S.A. “You want to tell me what you were up to at the Ash Valley Cheese factory before the Cheese Pull—oh, we’ve got footage showing you on the route. Amazing what you can get from public webcams with the right help.” He nodded at the cement egg.

	“Any time,” SLURI said. “My pleasure.”

	T.S.A. snickered. “I’m an inspector. It’s my job. That’s why I was at the cheese factory.”

	“Yeah, but according to my source—” He didn’t really have a source. This was just pure milkfat—a page out of Javier’s book. “you weren’t scheduled for an inspection.”

	“Surprise.” T.S.A. held out his hands. “You think we announce inspections ahead of time so people can clean up their messes?”

	“Funny you should mention that,” Peter said. “Seems like a good way to get a bribe—a little cash in exchange for a heads up.”

	T.S.A.’s jaw clenched. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“You want to tell me what you put in the cheese, and the sushi, and the shake at Sheik-Fil-A.” Gabriella had moved from the wall and walked to the end of the potato cellar, in position to block his escape with a karate chop if necessary.

	Of course, assaulting a federal employee was probably a really bad thing to have on your record, so at best it was hopefully enough to make him nervous.

	“Hey,” T.S.A. waved his clipboard. “How the heck would I get into a school to poison an avocado?”

	Peter’s breath froze in his chest. T.S.A. had just said ‘avocado’. True, he probably hadn’t delivered the poison—Juan would have remembered something strange like a USDA inspector showing up. But he was certainly in on it. The only people who knew the avocado was poisoned were in GuyCo’s Super Squad.

	This guy had his hands dirty. Peter’s heart beat with excitement. Super Squad was going to nail their first criminal.

	“Oh, that’s news,” Peter said. “And, how did you know it was an avocado that was poisoned?”

	T.S.A.’s face flushed red. “I’m done yacking with you, twerp. Just mind your own business.”

	“My business is delivering pizza. And I can’t because somebody ruined the special-order cheese from Ash Valley that we used at the Cheese Pull event.”

	“Maybe you should wash your hands after you go to the bathroom.”

	Peter held up his red gloves. “I wear these.”

	“You got a food handler’s permit kid?”

	“Uh . . .”

	“Does your dad have a business permit for the pigs he raises?”

	“You don’t need a permit to raise pigs.”

	“To sell them he does. Yeah, would hate to get a tax audit—a family farm is a pretty nice tax shelter. Lots of deductions. Can’t imagine what a few years of back sales taxes would do to a family with growing kids—maybe a little less fun money. Maybe you miss the mortgage payment. Pretty soon you’re out on your ear, in the street, right where you belong.”

	Peter began to shake. T.S.A. was threatening his family. And he was right. Peter was in way over his head.

	“You have no idea who you’re messing with,” T.S.A. said. “Just give me a reason and you’ll find out. They don’t call me T.S.A. for nothing. I can slow anything down—park you right in the middle of nowhere for the rest of your life.” He raised his finger and took a step back. “This is your warning, kid.”

	“It’s Pizza Boy.” The voice that said came from behind T.S.A.

	The inspector whirled around. Stepping out from behind the potato cellar was a half-bald, former marine, high school guidance counselor.

	T.S.A. seemed to shrink three inches. His voice took on a droning tone. “GuyCo.”

	“Ah, you remember me—memory was never your strong suit. But even you have your moments.” He wrapped his arm around Emo-G. “Ah, look. It’s Gabriella, the daughter of the only person in town who can afford an army of lawyers—convenient.”

	“What are you doing here?” T.S.A. seethed. “This isn’t school.”

	“Excellent observation, Travis. You are as bright as ever. You know, when I first met you at Surly High, I thought, is there hope for this boy? And I’ll admit, I was at my wits’ end for a bit there, but then I thought, there’s always community college. They can’t turn anybody away.”

	“Ooh.” Peter winced. GuyCo had just delivered the ultimate insult.

	“Ha-ha,” laughed the inspector, not amused.

	“But I was wrong.” GuyCo gestured at T.S.A. “Looks like they made an exception for you.”

	“Hey. I’ve had enough of your—”

	“Careful.” GuyCo pointed and T.S.A.’s head turned to see Juan’s sushi cart blocking the far exit. “You never know who is going to show up—for instance, somebody with knives, and the ability to slice things very, very finely.”

	T.S.A. put both hands up. “Are you threatening me?”

	“No, I was offering you sushi. Isn’t that why you showed up to the secret sushi club meeting?”

	“What?”

	“All the rest of the members are here. The Fates—with the largest Pinstaglam account in southern Idaho.”

	All three Fates popped up from behind the sushi cart. The triplets posed for a signature “three-fie” picture with the cart, T.S.A., and the rest of the gang in the background. “Hashtag #SecretSushiClub. Headline: “USDA Inspector Raves About Sushi Quality.”

	GuyCo gestured to the science egg simmering in the shade. “Even SLURI came. Hello, there.”

	“Howdy, Guy.”

	“So, Travis,” GuyCo said, his voice taking on an edge. “Does your ex-wife know about your new job with the USDA? I’m sure she’ll be excited to be expecting some larger alimony payments. Now, if only I had some way of finding her on Pinstaglam . . .”

	T.S.A.’s face wrenched into a look of pain. He backpedaled, working his way between GuyCo and the other potato cellar.

	“Just a sec,” said one of The Fates. “Okay. Looks her username is ‘AngryKitty’ with three dollar signs after it.”

	T.S.A.’s face drained of color. He turned and ran. The engine of his repurposed police cruiser backfired, and moments later the sound of gravel peeling out under his tires faded away into the distance.

	Peter took one look at the team and all seven burst into laughter.

	They had the evidence they needed—at least a start. There was still the question of T.S.A.’s accomplice at the school. But they had time to figure that out. And T.S.A. wouldn’t dare attempt any more poisonings now that they were on his trail.

	Things were looking up.

	Then Emo-G spoke. “You know who would have had access to both Sheik-Fil-A and the school?”

	Peter’s brain seized up. No!

	“J.”

	Peter jolted at the name. But Emo-G was right. Was it possible that J was involved? After-all, Emo-G had even captured footage of her meeting with Mo.

	And Mo had tried to fail Peter on his driver’s test.

	Emo-G’s drone had seen them all together.

	A feeling of utter and complete betrayal descended on Peter like a load of potatoes dumped from a harvester trailer.

	I can’t believe it—J?

	Things were definitely not looking up.



	
Chapter 13: Lime Mushie

	J opened the drive-up window as the internet service van pulled up.

	“Hi, Kay. What can we Sheik up for you today?”

	The cable repair guy snickered as he leaned out. “Isn’t it supposed to be ‘what can I make for you today?’”

	“Yeah, but some other restaurant sort of copyrighted that. The manager tried to come up with something cute, but . . . he didn’t think it through very well. So, what’ll it be?”

	“Watching the weight these days,” Kay Bull said. “How about a Riyadh Wrap and—do you have a diet Mushie?”

	“Oasis Mushies only come in diabetic coma cherry and caffeinated diabetic coma lime.”

	Kay rubbed his chin. “Better make it a caffeinated Mushie—might keep my metabolism up long enough to burn off the sugar.”

	“One Riyadh Wrap with special sesame sauce, one lime Mushie—what else?”

	“Just this.” Kay reached out with a slip of paper. Written in letters that could have only been drawn by a toddler was the passcode “tempertantrum29”.

	“Nine o’clock sharp.”

	Another FaceOff meeting? J’s mood tanked like a bath that had just got the drain plug yanked. “Seriously? I don’t have time for this. I have a math test tomorrow that I have to study for.”

	“You don’t want to miss this one. Trust me.”

	So, Kay Bull was in Soccer Mom’s criminal empire, too. And what a power pawn! If anyone messed with Soccer Mom—bam, internet outage. No more Netflops. With the spotty cell coverage in Surly, that was the ultimate pressure point.

	“Can’t you tell her—” J began, but Kay Bull cut her off.

	“No excuses. Be there.” He nodded to the No-Bull Internet Service logo on his truck. “This is how business works around here.”

	J pulled off her headset and walked to the back of the restaurant. “Taylor, I’m going on break.”

	“But it’s prime-time dinner rush.”

	J opened the back door and ran across the parking lot to the strip mall next to Harold’s Market. Her head felt like it was in a pressure cooker. Old people getting out of cars to buy laxatives and vitamins at the grocery store stared at her shimmering and bejeweled Arab princess outfit; Kids licking dripping ice cream cones joined in the glaring. It was like they were looking right through her, as if they could see inside her where a black, black secret hid.

	It was just a little thing, a small indiscretion, like a burrowing tick. At least it had started that way.

	People like Mo and T.S.A. were bullies. They wanted to feel important and push people around. And J had practically signed up for it.

	It wasn’t her. She felt like she didn’t even know the person who called into the FaceOff meetings.

	What would happen if she didn’t call in?

	J didn’t know. But she was certain it would be enough to make her regret it.

	They knew where she lived, worked, slept. They knew her friends. And they knew how her family made their living.

	The dairy!

	The realization slammed into her gut. If she crossed Soccer Mom, T.S.A. could put her family in a financial full-Nelson hold by failing them on an inspection. And she couldn’t risk what happened to Little Cheezers happening at Yates Dairy. With T.S.A. on her team, Soccer Mom could easily make it happen.

	I just want out.

	J’s breath was short and quick. She just wanted to get away. The first door she reached was the Glam Cuts Salon.

	Glam Cuts rule #1: never get your hair cut. Rule #2: never say anything you didn’t want broadcast to all of Surly via the hair salon gossip ring. Rule #3: never look at the faded posters of big-bangs hairdo’s that were still on the wall from the 1980’s—because, seriously, you can’t forget those pictures once you’ve seen them.

	“J! Come in.”

	Heads, scissors, and hair dryers turned in unison.

	“Quick cut?” a woman offered.

	“No . . . thanks. I just . . .”

	Kim, the senior stylist, took one look at J and the expression on her face shifted from surprise to motherly concern. She waved her shears at the intern who was stocking bottles of Vidal-Kaboom salon chemicals. “Stephie, we have a code blue. This girl needs her nails done—stat.”

	Before J could protest, she was sitting at a chair, hands on tray—like she was getting booked at the police station and having her fingerprints taken.

	“Honey, you just take it easy,” Kim said. “Stephie’s going to have you all fixed up in a jiffy.”

	“Uh . . . thanks.”

	“Now what’s that boy gone and done?” Kim took an aggressive snip at the hair of the woman seated in the chair in front of her.

	“Which boy?”

	“Well, you tell me. Was it Peter?” She gasped, as if considering the thought for the first time. “Was it . . . Lewis?”

	“It wasn’t a boy.”

	“It’s always a boy,” croaked the elderly lady in the styling chair.

	“This time,” J swallowed, “it was me.”

	“Oh, precious,” Kim said. “You just sit tight until those nails are dry and you’ll be good as new.”

	I wish.

	“It’s just,” J chewed on the words, trying to form them. “I’m involved with something and I need a way to get out—without anyone getting hurt.”

	“Oh, sweetie, that’s just the worst,” Kim said.

	“Just break up over text,” Stephie said, chomping on her gum. “Guilt-free, painless—it doesn’t even cost data.”

	They weren’t getting it. “Say . . . I was in a . . . a club. And it was eating up my life. And I wanted to get out, but if I did then maybe there would be consequences.”

	“Honey, are you talking about a gang? There ain’t no gangs in Surly.” The three ladies shared a collective chortle. It might have been a guffaw. J wasn’t sure what the difference was.

	Stephie finished prepping her nails and held up two bottles. “Pink or purple?”

	“Um, both?”

	“Sparkles?”

	“Tons.”

	Stephie exchanged a grimace with Kim. Apparently, she was in worse shape than they had expected.

	Kim turned the salon chair so that all three of the ladies were facing her. “Now whatever it is you got yourself mixed up in, there’s always a way out. Just go to Jesus and come clean.”

	“Yeah . . . maybe.”

	“We can fix you up on the outside. But if you got tangles on the inside you best have a talk with Bishop Farnsworth. He can smooth those right out. Trust me, I’m speaking from experience. I was quite the item in my day.”

	“It’s more than just me. There are other people involved. And it’s not about kissing behind the pagoda in the park or something like that.”

	Three jaws dropped.

	“Well, it ain’t your weight,” Kim said, waving the scissors. “Honey you look like a movie star had a run-in with a vacuum cleaner and a plastic surgeon came out a million bucks richer.”

	J’s cheeks flushed. “Stop it.”

	“Heavens, you ought to see all them boys lining up at Dr. Allen’s chiropractic—all their necks cranked out of whack from turning to see an extra inch of you every time you walk by. Why if you come in here looking any hotter, I’d be giving you a refund.”

	“I wouldn’t say no to that.”

	“Hypothetically speaking. But if you’ve got something on your mind and you can’t take it to the bishop, and you can’t fix it with these—” the stylist waved her immaculate nails. “Then you better talk to your old man or Officer Chubs.”

	“Yeah, I thought you would say that.”

	“Honey, you got us all worked up. Ain’t there something we can do for you? Scalp massage? Pedicure?”

	J wouldn’t have minded getting pampered, but she was already well into her fifteen-minute break. “I really have to get back to my shift.”

	“Not until those are dry—county health rule or something.”

	“Got it.” She wouldn’t say no to a few more minutes of stress-free disaster avoidance.

	Nobody spoke for a while. J fell into the mesmerizing pleasure of having her nails painted. Kim tried to fix the hair she had mis-cut and the old lady went back to reading her gardening magazine.

	Maybe it was worth opening up to them. If anybody in Surly knew about the criminal underworld run by Soccer Mom, it would have to be the beauticians. What was there to lose?

	“Have any you ever heard of . . . Soccer Mom?”

	“Honey, we got more soccer moms in Surly than this lady knows what to do with—hair all a mess and no time for nails. That’s a dirty word in here.”

	“I mean somebody who goes by the nickname Soccer Mom?”

	“Somebody you met online? Don’t trust the scammers. Just last week I was promised a million dollars by the prince of Nigeria. Turns out they don’t have princes in Nigeria. I asked SLURI.”

	“How did you do that? Emo-G always has SLURI checked out.”

	“There’s an ‘ask SLURI’ app now. The tech school students did it for a semester project. They just set up a website where people could post questions and told SLURI to upload answers. Click on the answer and it comes out loud in regular Idahoan—the way God intended for people to speak.” Kim grinned. “And you can see what everybody else asked—not that I’m interested.”

	“Of course.” It must have been a brand-new app. The kids at school didn’t even know about it.

	Maybe she could ask SLURI. Although, if the AI did know about Soccer Mom, the evidence would be posted for everyone to see.

	But if Soccer Mom saw it was J that posted the question, her life was as good as ruined. No, there was no safe way to find out more about her. J was just going to have to play along for now.

	Stephie dropped her nail brush in acetone and touched the polish to be sure it was dry. “All done.”

	J looked at the fun swirls of pink and purple littered with glitter and forced a smile. “It’s really great.”

	Kim beamed an encouraging grin. “Just come on back when you need your hair done and we’ll ring you up then.”

	“Thanks.”

	The smile faded as she turned to leave. Now the rumor mills would start grinding. Although, it would still take weeks before any of the men in Surly knew anything about her “problems.” And Kim herself had said that soccer moms never came to the salon. Maybe things would be okay.

	At least her nails looked fabulous.

	Hopefully they would still look great in two more days when she had a date with Lewis—at his stables. If there was anything to take a girl’s mind off troubles it was horseback riding. She just had the FaceOff meeting tonight to worry about. Maybe if she didn’t say anything, they might not give her any new jobs to do.

	She could always hope.

	***

	Hiding in her room, and hoping her parents were absorbed in whatever Netflops special feature they were streaming in bed, Jay’s finger hovered over the “join conference” icon.

	What if she just missed the conference? She could say she forgot, and then conveniently keep forgetting.

	But the dairy—she couldn’t risk it.

	I’ll just do them one favor and claim we’re even. Hating herself, she pushed the button.

	Soccer Mom’s garbled voice toned in her headphones.

	“I’m calling in Thing 1 and Thing 2.”

	Several voices on the FaceOff conference line gave a collective gasp.

	What were Thing 1 and Thing 2? From the reaction on the call, they sounded like some kind of hit squad.

	Mo’s digitally altered voice gave a disconcerted cough. “Are you sure that’s—”

	“Guy has a whole team of teens snooping around. I’ve got to nip this in the bud.”

	“I thought the phrase was ‘nip it in the butt.’”

	“That’s just crude. And it’s why I’m in charge. We can’t have people going around messing up euphemisms like that. It’s un-American. It’s why I should be PTA president.”

	“Yeah, you’re right.”

	That had to be T.S.A. He spoke the slowest.

	“So how does the caper work out?” he asked.

	“There is only one person on the planet who can handle Thing 1 and Thing 2. But Mary Higgins is going into labor this week. When she does, the task will fall to the Barneses.”

	“Mercy.”

	J grimaced. Thing 1 and Thing 2 were evidently those out-of-control demons at Higgins Happy House daycare.

	This was really getting out of hand.

	“It’s got nothing to do with mercy!” Soccer Mom snapped.

	J lowered the volume on her phone, wondering whether the sound from her headphones might be audible through her closed bedroom door. Parents could hear anything. It was like a disease they all had.

	“Once Peter sees what happens when you’ve put your nose in a hornet’s nest, the rest will lose interest in our operations.”

	J’s heart was crushed in a sort of double emotion sandwich. A few weeks before, she would have been glad to hear that someone was going to put Peter in his place. But after the Cheese Pull, the restaurant had been shut down. That led to growing lines of confused shoppers at Harold’s market looking for ingredients. Then sirens from the volunteer fire department blaring out every other night to put out another kitchen fire from some clueless mom bent on making pizza for her whining kids. 

	This was getting out hand.

	Her father hadn’t said anything, but he couldn’t be sleeping well wondering if Ash Valley Cheese was going to be investigated. They were his biggest customer.

	And it was all her fault. She had just wanted to show Peter that ruining other people’s lives didn’t make you happy. Obviously, she had some looking in the mirror to do.

	Now Soccer Mom was going after Peter again. But what could she do to stop it?

	The rest of the meeting was spent in a dizzying mess of arrangements. All other possible scenarios for daycare of Thing 1 and Thing 2 had to be thwarted. Kay Bull’s job was to cause an internet outage that would prevent Thing 1 and Thing 2’s respective parents from contacting anybody outside their immediate neighborhood. Mo was to invite several of the parents on the street to a special “Save the Monkeys” vacation condo sales meeting at the Best Northwestern Motel conference center. J’s job was to make sure her mom was out of town and couldn’t help watch the toddlers, which would leave only one practical option for watching the kids: the Barnes’s.

	Dress shopping in Idaho Falls for the Harvest Ball was the best excuse she could come up with. Lewis was certain to ask her any day now.

	The last words on the line came in a garbled hiss. “Just don’t mess this up.”


Chapter 14: Hold the Bacon

	Peter stuffed his jacket into his backpack. Afternoons were still too hot for extra layers. But once the mornings started to get cool, there was nothing stopping old man winter from ruining the all-too-short Idaho autumn.

	Emo-G slammed his locker shut for him. “Can you believe yesterday? GuyCo totally wrecked T.S.A.”

	Peter looked over his shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “Yeah, that was crazy. I mean, I knew school counselors have secret superpowers of demotivation, but that was a full-on clinic.”

	“And I thought my last interview was bad.” Emo-G tipped her hand truck for hauling boxes to which SLURI was strapped with bungee cords and pulled it alongside Peter. “He said my aptitude tests show that I have nurturing instincts, and my top career options were daycare and mortuary event planner—although that one doesn’t sound too bad.”

	Peter held open the awkward double front doors of the high school for Emo-G and her tow-along SLURI cart and then stepped into the golden afternoon rays.

	He promptly sneezed. “I hate allergies. As soon as the weather cools down, I get hay fever. SLURI, what’s the pollen count today?”

	“Like, I don’t know. I can’t even reach the server. This is so not fair.”

	“What do you mean? You’ve got cell service.”

	“How am I supposed to know? Do I look like your internet service provider?”

	“No, you kind of look . . . round.”

	“Don’t you even start about my weight!”

	“Peter . . .” Emo-G warned. Her tone suggested he not engage SLURI’s Valley girl protocol in any kind of war of words. SLURI was unstable for hours afterward.

	“Sorry.”

	Emo-G lifted SLURI’s two-wheeled cart over the gutter and into the street and walked beside Peter. Surly had to be the only town in America where the street with the high school on it didn’t even have paved sidewalks. “Why do you always choose Valley girl mode?” she wondered.

	“Variety.”

	“It would be variety if you chose something else.”

	“SLURI, do you have signal yet?” Peter asked.

	“Like zero bars. I’m totally freaking out. I can’t even answer my fan questions.”

	“Fan questions?”

	Emo-G shrugged. “Questions submitted from the SLURI app.”

	“Oh, right.” People could contact SLURI from anywhere now. “So . . . technically you don’t have to lug SLURI around.”

	Emo-G didn’t reply, but SLURI immediately took issue with his word choice. “Like, I’m totally not going to acknowledge that you just insinuated something about my weight. Just, talk to the hand.”

	SLURI didn’t have a hand. But going down that route would make both SLURI and Emo-G mad.

	Peter checked his phone. “I’ve got no bars either. Some idiot digging out a stump with a backhoe must have cut the fiber . . . again.”

	“Good thing we have the real SLURI with us.” Emo-G patted the sultry cement nugget on its bald head. “Surly’s slickest heroes have to stick together.”

	“Yeah,” Peter agreed. “I don’t know even know what I would have done if GuyCo hadn’t shown up yesterday.”

	“‘There’s always community college,’” Emo-G said, imitating GuyCo’s drawl.

	Peter’s sides almost ached from laughing. “Oh man. That was the worst burn ever.”

	Emo-G nodded her agreement. “Hopefully GuyCo scared him off. That food inspector guy was bad news.”

	“He knew about the avocado,” Peter noted. “He has to be involved. But we need more than just my recording of him mentioning it. People would just blow that off as a coincidence.”

	Turning into Heritage Park, Emo-G pulled her hand truck to a stop in front of the Sushi King cart. “Or, they could assume he figured it out on his own.”

	Juan ran his sushi knife down his honing rod. “You guys still talking about yesterday?”

	Peter pushed his hands into his pockets. “I just can’t stop thinking about what Gabs said. J is probably the only person who could have spiked GuyCo’s shake and hit the sushi cart at school.

	“Motive?” Emo-G wondered.

	SLURI volunteered an answer. “Okay. I totally got this. A motive is like why you do something.”

	Peter sat down on a stool at the mobile sushi station. “SLURI, we know what a motive is.”

	“Ditto.”

	“Yeah, we know you know what a motive is, too.”

	“For sure.”

	The motive was obvious. He just had to admit it. “I broke up with her—I mean we weren’t really boyfriend-girlfriend. We were just friends and everybody thought we were going to end up as boyfriend-girlfriend.”

	Emo-G eyed him narrowly. “So that’s the way you see it? You think every girl out there makes peanut butter cups for her guy friends?”

	Peter wasn’t going to acknowledge that. “Juan, what do you have that’s Cold and Jiggly?”

	“How about a tuna nori maki—I’m experimenting with the proportions of tuna and scallions.”

	A hand-sized seaweed and rice wrap with stuff in the middle was perfect for an after-school snack. “Awesome. GuyCo is paying with the counseling budget, right?”

	Juan shrugged as he set the plate on the counter. “I guess this just became an official Super Squad meeting. I’ll put it on his tab.”

	Peter pulled the chopsticks out of their wrapper.

	“So, you’ll eat anything,” Emo-G said under her breath as she took the seat next to Peter, “as long as it doesn’t have any peanut butter?”

	“Something like that,” Peter mumbled. Being with friends was supposed to make him feel better, but it seemed like Emo-G was on J’s side now.

	If J had poisoned GuyCo’s shake and the sushi cart, that was a big deal. She could get fired, or maybe arrested and sent to juvenile hall.

	All he had to do was find the evidence that linked her to Mo and T.S.A. and make a call to Officer Chubs. After all, wasn’t that what being a crime fighter was all about—busting the bad guys?

	And ruining her future?

	That thought gave Peter a feeling like he had just swallowed a sea urchin—spines intact. He didn’t want to hurt her, not like completely ruining her life. She didn’t deserve that. At least he hoped she didn’t. And there was another reason, deeper down, the thought that he had probably pushed her to it.

	“We’re still missing something.” Juan set down his knife and folded his arms.

	“Yeah, wasabi,” Peter said.

	Juan set out a dish with a small dollop of green wasabi mustard paste and poured enough soy sauce to allow Peter to mix in his desired level of the sinus-clearing spice.

	Juan raised a questioning finger. “What does ‘Save the Monkeys’ have to do with any of this?”

	Emo-G grabbed a nori maki slice and took a bite. It fell apart and most of the innards ended up on the ground.

	Juan absently handed her a pair of chopsticks while looking the other way. “Hey, looks like we’ve got company.”

	“Three-fie!” The Fates popped into existence around the sushi cart and captured a photo for their Pinstaglam followers. Peter was sure the three heads blocked out pretty much everything in the background. “Hashtag: cell service is back on.”

	Leah—or the one carrying her book bag—reached around Peter and grabbed a piece of sushi roll. She popped it in her mouth whole rather than risk a bite like Emo-G had tried. Tia reached around the other side, grabbed the second-to-last piece and Mia grabbed the last piece from between Peter’s upraised chopsticks.

	“What the—” He had just got triple-pwned. Sighing, he asked, “So, now that the food is gone, do you guys have any idea what the ‘Save the Monkeys’ club has to do with the poisonings? There is something else going on here, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

	“I’ll tell you what’s going on around here: the Harvest Ball,” Leah said.

	Peter had never put more thought into the Harvest Ball than to note that it was on the weekend before Potato Harvest—the week-long Idaho vacation during which students were supposed to be working on farms helping with the potato and beet crop harvesting.

	Not this year. If he could get Little Cheezers back in business, he wouldn’t need to take a side job. He could deliver pizza and spend the rest of the time catching up on missed sleep, reading every new comic in the library, and hanging out with Juan and Emo-G.

	“We’ve all been asked,” Leah said, in her best “I just finished my chores, I’ll bet you haven’t” voice. “What about you guys? Do you have dates?”

	“Peter hasn’t asked me yet,” Emo-G said, staring at her black nails.

	“What?”

	Mia flicked his ear. “Get a move on, lazy. A girl has to shop for a dress, you know.”

	Peter turned to ward off the ear-flicking attacks, but he spotted Tia with his phone out of the corner of his eye. “Hey, what are you—”

	“Oops,” Tia set the phone down on the sushi cart.

	Emo-G’s phone buzzed with an alert. “Peter, did you seriously just post ‘How should I ask out Emo-G to the Harvest Ball?’ on SLURI’s question page?”

	“I . . . what—hey.” Peter grabbed his phone back.

	Mia looked over his shoulder at the screen. “Wow. It already has seventeen likes.”

	“Jeez, guys. I can take a hint.”

	“Peter, you totally asked the right person.” SLURI gave a chirp of excitement. “I have like a million ideas—literally a million ideas. I just got them all online. Which one would you like to hear?”

	Peter blushed.

	Emo-G’s face seemed pleasantly content. She crossed her legs, rested her elbow on her knee, and tucked her fist under her chin. She was hunkering down.

	Peter rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh . . . how about number seventy-two?”

	“Okay. This will be totes unforgettable. Shave her name into your chest hair and—”

	“Next!”

	The Fates dissolved into a fit of giggles.

	“Encode your message in emoji’s, text the message, then send the key in a letter over snail mail.”

	“Oh, that idea is so cute.” Mia rested a hand on SLURI. “How about number three hundred forty-two thousand six hundred and ninety-one.”

	“For sure. Make a candlelight dinner. Invite her anonymously. Inside the main dish, hide a map to—”

	“Too complicated. That’s enough.”

	“It was just getting good!” Tia protested.

	“Guys—I get the idea.”

	“You’re welcome,” The Fates chimed in unison. The three re-shouldered their bags in uncanny synchronicity. Tia looked back as they turned to leave. “By the way, your mom wants you to come straight home after school. She needs help watching Zach and Gerald.”

	“What? How do you know that?”

	“It was in your text messages.”

	“You read my texts, too?” At least he had managed to get the phone to stop reading them aloud. Although, that hadn’t stopped The Fates from getting to them.

	Peter checked his messages and saw the growing trail of concerned texts from his mom.

	Peter, I really need you to come home.

	Peter, pick up your phone!

	“Sorry, guys. I gotta go.”

	Emo-G waved good-bye.

	Great, Peter thought, hoping Zach and Gerald weren’t as bad as the two freaks from Higgins Happy Home Daycare. With an effort, he pushed the irrational fear down. It was just two kids. Nothing to worry about.

	***

	As Peter neared his house, the strangely violent chalk drawings on the sidewalk were the first harbinger of what awaited him. The chalk was also all over the house brick too, in some kind of reverse home make-over.

	“Seriously?”

	Peter took a deep breath and opened the door. Two high-pitched wails stabbed at his ears. His mom was positioned between two toddlers and the TV, which already had some kind of sticky substance smeared over the screen.

	“No more TV—Peter, thank goodness you’re home. I have a meeting at work. Just watch these kids until I get back—watch them close.”

	“Whose kids are these?”

	“They’re just from down the street. Mary Higgins usually watches them, but she’s gone in it to have her baby, and nobody else was available.”

	Peter looked from his mom to the kids. Their devilish faces turned on him.

	“Them? You’ve got to be kidding me?”

	They grinned, showing sharp little teeth.

	Peter muttered under his breath, “Can’t imagine what put Mrs. Higgins into labor.”

	“Just find something to entertain them. I’ve got to go in to meet a client. I’ll be back in ninety minutes—tops.”

	Peter set a mental timer, like a doomsday countdown.

	His mom turned, grabbed the truck keys, and dashed out the side door.

	The things gazed at him like those freaky children in horror movies.

	Or maybe hyenas.

	One of them crouched down and growled. The other made a dash for the kitchen.

	“No, you don’t!” Peter raced the other way around the wall that separated the kitchen from the living room and reached the cupboards in time to stop the first critter from dropping a glass pan. Of course, it was also now covered in whatever sticky goo was on the toddler’s fingers. Peter grabbed the offending toddler by the wrist and held him at arm’s length.

	The kid swung and kicked in vain.

	With his other hand, Peter moved the dirtied glass pan to the sink. That was when he spotted the second critter. “No!”

	The toddler was kneeling on the counter with a glass of water poised over the Wi-Fi router.

	“Hot,” the kid said, pointing to the Wi-Fi router.

	“Stop!” Peter lunged. The Wi-Fi router was not hot and certainly did not need cooling off.

	The little villain poured the glass of water onto the internet router. There was a snap, a crackle, and a pop. Then silence. All the indicator lights went out.

	It was dead.[image: Image]

	“You little—why would do that?” Peter lunged for the saboteur only to have Little Mr. Sticky Hands slip from this grip.

	“It was hot.”

	“It’s dead. You just killed it. Now we have no internet. And I have to turn in a quiz.”

	The toddler gave him a raspberry, spraying germ-contaminated spit in all directions.

	“No more water on anything—I mean it.” Peter turned to find the other little demon.

	He was gone. Rummaging noises sounded from the down the hall.

	“Not the office!” Hauling the saboteur under his arm, Peter dodged the debris of an afternoon’s worth of war with the toddlers. Legos littered the hall like a minefield for bare feet. Pictures knocked off their hooks lay against the walls. An overhead light in a cracked fixture flickered out its last moments and piles of papers lay strewn about like so many dead bodies on a field of battle.

	Peter rounded the door to the office. “Not that!”

	The inkjet printer was open, and several ink cartridges were missing. But the toddler and the missing cartridges were nowhere to be seen.

	The saboteur pinched Peter, but he kept a firm grip on the demon as he ran out into the hall and turned toward his parent’s bedroom.

	A red handprint covered the white door. Another telltale print marred the door frame. Drops of red ink that would likely never come out littered the carpet like blood at a murder scene.[image: Image]

	The toddler was jumping on his parents’ bed, waving the inkjet cartridge. “Empty! Empty! Empty!”

	“Yeah, now it’s empty!” Peter lunged for the thing and caught it by its foot as it tried to escape. He hauled both of the kids back through the hall, pivoting both of them in hopes of keeping their hands from touching the walls. He nearly rolled his ankle on a loose pile of Legos but managed to get both of the kids out the back door.

	They were in tears and screaming by the time he turned the hose on them.

	Let the neighbors call child protection services. I’ll be glad to turn them over to the authorities.

	Peter sprayed the toddlers’ hands in an attempt to reduce their capability to stain nearby objects, all the while fuming over the destroyed router, which would cost at least two hundred dollars, the cracked family photos in the hall—some of which were irreplaceable—and the ruined carpet which he knew couldn’t be fixed and his parents didn’t have the money to replace.

	To top it off, his shirt and pants were ruined with splotches of red ink. His parents had warned him to be careful because he wasn’t getting new pants before Christmas. He was just going to have to wear them anyway, like permanent badge of embarrassment.

	“Oinkers!” One toddler spotted the pigs and ran over to seven of the soon-to-be-sausages. The other toddler followed. The saboteur and graffiti artist each climbed up on the rail and offered their fingers to the pigs.

	“Perfect. You guys play with the pigs. I’m going to clean up that ink before it stains. If you need anything, knock on the back door.”

	Peter went inside, locked the back door, the side door, and the front door. Then he went to work mopping up pink ink stains as the faint scent of burned electronics permeated the house. After a few minutes of damage control, Peter decided there wasn’t much else he could do. Whatever ink was left was going to stain permanently.

	Taking a deep breath, Peter unlatched the sliding door and walked into the back yard. The two toddlers were sitting in the middle of the back lawn and smiling pleasantly up at him.

	Wait a minute . . .

	“They were stuck,” said the young saboteur.

	“We helped them,” beamed the graffiti artist.

	“Oh crap.” Peter raced to the back of the barn where the pigpen was. The gate was swung open and not a single one of his father’s seven prized pigs was in the pen. Each one was worth over six hundred dollars. Peter’s frenzied mind couldn’t even do the math. They were probably worth as much as his car.[image: Image]

	“Crap. Crap. Crap. They’re gone!” He saw the curly tail of one of the escapees disappear through the bushes at the back of the Yates’s garden. The pigs had trampled whatever they hadn’t uprooted. As if relations with his neighbors weren’t already bad enough, this had just sealed his doom.

	Peter turned on the boys. “What did you do? Those pigs are important.”

	“You know too much,” said the saboteur.

	Peter’s whirling world spun to an abrupt halt. “What did you say?”

	“Stop being so nosey,” said the graffiti artist.

	“Who . . . told you to say that?”

	The toddlers of doom gave twin raspberries.

	Apparently, their loyalties had already been bought. These were no rank amateurs. They were trained professionals!

	“Who do you work for?”

	More raspberries, rich with spit.

	Peter was torn between the need to recover the valuable pigs and the fear of what these two kids could do if left unsupervised.

	Burn down the house?

	Peter resigned himself to the fact that he was going to have to watch them non-stop. He couldn’t risk leaving them alone to get the pigs. Who knew what damage they could wreak if unchecked? He steeled himself for the standoff.

	The rest of the ninety minutes was spent with Peter glaring at the boys who took turns crying or attempting to make a run for something destructible like the flower garden on the side yard, or the internet cable running up the side of the house. Peter eventually subdued them with offerings of cookies from the pantry. They ate the entire bag as Peter maintained a defensive perimeter with the hose.

	Then his mom pulled into the driveway with the truck.

	“Thank goodness!” Peter glared at the twins. “Alright, boys. Time to go home.”

	With one last triumphant look at Peter, the little demons ran to the waiting truck.

	You know too much?

	Stop being so nosey?

	Those were the only coherent things the two of them had said the entire time.

	Peter retreated to his room to get his boots. He was going to need them to find the pigs. They could destroy every last garden in the neighborhood before they wandered onto a real farm and got hog-tied, pig-napped, and bacon-ated. His dad hadn’t tagged the pigs’ ears. Like T.S.A. said, he wasn’t a real farmer.

	Peter opened his bedroom door and recoiled. “Why does it smell like pee in here?”

	The little monsters had left their mark.


Chapter 15: Cold Water

	Standing in front of the empty pigpen in the backyard, Peter’s dad took off his ball cap and scratched the back of his neck. “They’re lazy critters. Ought to come back at feeding time.” He shook his head as he gazed into the setting sun. “Trouble is they don’t quite have a regular feeding time.”

	Peter swallowed. “That’s my fault.”

	“Choices and consequences.”

	Peter shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yeah.”

	Crickets chirped. A cool breeze sent fallen leaves drifting across the vacant scene.

	Peter had tried to follow the trail of churned earth left by the pigs as they fled through the neighborhood, but he had run into a hedge that the herd had apparently gone under. But when he found his way around to the street, the trail was nowhere to be seen.

	Stealth pigs? Had they walked on the grass to avoid leaving mudprints on the sidewalk, or maybe split up and gone separate directions?

	Either way, he was at a dead end.

	Peter felt terrible. Everything he had tried to accomplish—everything—had failed. And it had led to this—complete sabotage. It felt like a misery machine that he had pulled the starter cord on and now there was no way to shut it off—no way to shut out the anger, the disappointment, and worst of all the embarrassment. There was nowhere for him to run or hide. No way to die and restart the game.

	Somebody wanted him to give up and stop investigating the poisonings.

	And look what it had brought?

	Pain—like the look of disappointment in his dad’s eye from losing every last pig. He couldn’t hide that, despite his best attempts at keeping a stiff upper lip.

	“Dad. I’m sorry.”

	His dad reached his arm around Peter’s shoulders. He pulled him over and gave him a side hug. “You did your best.”

	But it wasn’t true. He hadn’t done his best. He had taken the easy way out of his problems and it had led him here, along with plenty of cuts and scratches. They were just reminders that out there was an enemy willing to poison kids and swindle them out of money with a “Save the Monkeys” club, and insane enough to turn toddlers into weapons of mass destruction.

	Of course, with those boys, it probably wasn’t that hard.

	But still, that kind of person was in Surly, the happiest town in America, the place that brought PB&J together.

	Sure, the people here were naïve and hopeful. They talked like SLURI. And they grew potatoes. But they didn’t deserve to be controlled and intimidated by backwoods brigands or have the fourth most important city event of the year ruined by poisoned cheese.

	A horn blared from the front of the house. Peter turned to see a big truck backing a low-bed trailer up onto the lawn beside the barn. Two boys hopped out. Several large shapes wiggled in the trailer bed.

	“Holy crap—it’s the pigs.” Peter ran over to the truck with his dad close on his heels.

	Somebody had found the pigs and rounded them up.

	Lewis Larson stepped into the light on the back porch and touched his hand to his ball cap. “Hi, Peter.”

	“Hey, Lewis.”

	They stood facing each other with crickets chirping in the background. Why had Lewis rounded up his pigs?

	Lewis’s older brother broke the impasse. “Alright, just keep these hogs from getting past you. After that trailer ride, they should be pretty agitated. They ought to head right for the pen, but they might get other ideas.”

	Lewis, Peter, and his dad formed an improvised wall between the trailer and the open pigpen gate. Then Lewis’s brother lowered the trailer ramp.

	With squeals and grunts, five of the several hundred-pound hogs rambled down the ramp and back to their pen—just like that. Like everything was fine and they hadn’t just gone on a neighborhood rampage.

	“All but two of them! Boys, that’s fantastic,” Peter’s dad closed the pigpen gate and latched it. “You saved our bacon—literally.”

	Peter shook his head in disbelief. “How did you get them all in the trailer?”

	Lewis’s brother shrugged. “Saw ‘em in the field. Backed the trailer up, threw a bunch of grain in there, and gave a hog call. They came running.”

	“You didn’t have to chase them down and hog-tie them?”

	“That wasn’t my first choice.”

	Peter looked at his dad. “What about the other two pigs?”

	“Somebody will call animal control eventually. I’ll let Officer Chubs know they’re ours.”

	Lewis gestured with his thumb over his shoulder. “Not sure if it was one of yours, but we saw roadkill on seventh, just past the yellow barn—crows and coyotes munching away.”

	Peter’s heart sank. “Dangit.” Pigs were a tough business. There wasn’t much profit, but that one pig could have paid for several months of car payments.

	“That leaves one missing,” Peter’s dad said. “Could come wandering back.”

	Peter’s mom opened the back door. “You boys need a drink of water?”

	Lewis nodded. “Much obliged, ma’am.”

	Jeez, these guys are total butter-ups. On the other hand, maybe that was just the way they were brought up.

	Peter’s mom walked out with two tall glasses of water and handed them to the Larsen boys. “We’ll be sure to have you over for some pork chops.”

	Lewis’s brother gave a smile that would have made any cowgirl swoon. “Couldn’t say no to that.”

	“You boys are real heroes.”

	Peter was sure Lewis blushed. And he was pretty sure his mom wasn’t talking about gyros, which were the flatbread wraps they served at Sheik-Fil-A that had the same pronunciation.

	“So, Lewis . . .” Peter kicked at a dirt clod. “Did you ask anyone to the dance yet?”

	Lewis dusted his leather gloves. “Just getting around to it. Had a few chores to finish up.”

	Peter supposed that was a standard farm boy excuse. Like “my dog ate my homework” or something.

	“Apparently, I’m asking out Emo-G,” Peter said. “The Fates set it all up.”

	Lewis chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

	A car pulled up into the Yates’s driveway across the cul-de-sac. Peter’s head turned automatically, mirroring Lewis’s.

	J’s mom stepped out. Then J emerged from the passenger side, opened the back door, and lifted a long garment bag.

	“Dress shopping. So that’s where she was,” Peter said.

	“You . . . had a date with J?” Lewis’s face was a mix of anger and confusion.

	“No,” Peter rummaged for some way to explain why he cared that J and her mother had been gone dress shopping, “it’s just J’s mom was out of town, so my mom ended up having to watch these really crazy kids. But she had a meeting and I then had to watch them, and they wrecked the house. I just sent them outside for five minutes to clean up the mess.”

	“That explains the missing pigs.”

	“Yeah.”

	Wait a minute. Peter’s mind clunked. Lewis hadn’t asked anyone to the dance yet.

	He gestured at J, who didn’t seem to have noticed the boys watching. “So, J just bought a dress, but . . .” the conclusion hung in the air like a pancake mid-toss.

	J is still available.

	Peter met Lewis’s eyes for a brief moment before his brother slapped a hand on the side of the truck. “Let’s go, Lewis.”

	Lewis turned to leave, touching his hand to his cap in a gesture of tipping his hat at Peter’s mom. Then he stared at J as she walked into her house, the long garment bag draped over one arm.

	Technically, she was still available.

	But what were the odds that if Peter asked her, she would even say yes? In all likelihood, she was the one who had sabotaged his driver’s test and Juan’s sushi cart. If so, perhaps she’d done it out spite. And her relationship with Lewis—that could be spite as well.

	Or maybe not. Lewis Larson was nice, strong, polite—every mother in Surly’s dream for a Harvest Ball date for their daughter.

	And J didn’t even know that Peter still liked her. It felt like something was squeezing his heart.

	A tiny blue light flashed in the corner of Peter’s vision as his parents returned to the house.

	“You coming in?”

	“Just be a minute.”

	The light flashed again. It was coming from somewhere on the Yates’s lawn.

	The flashing was just like a phone indicating a text message alert.

	Was it J’s phone?

	If so, it had to have slipped from off the top of her dress bag when she was taking it into the house.

	It wasn’t like her to miss a detail like that. But then again, she was carrying a dress—the male-equivalent distraction to the keys to a Corvette Stingray.

	He could retrieve the phone for her. That would help put him back in her good graces.

	No. It would take far more than that. And it might even seem creepy.

	But he could check to see what she had been up to lately. Maybe there was something on her phone—some clue.

	Curiosity began to bubble up inside him. There would be private messages on her phone.

	If J was involved with some of the mayhem going on in Surly, then maybe there he could find something about the Cheese Pull and Sushi King sabotage.

	Worst case scenario, if he didn’t find anything, he could just return the phone to J.

	That settled it. Peter walked slowly across his carport and driveway, adjusting his angle each time the blue light flashed in the dark. It was in a flower bed next to the entry walk that led to her porch.

	Carefully, Peter made his way across the lawn. The last thing he wanted was for someone to see movement through a window. But J would want a selfie with her dress if she was inside trying it on. She would want to call her friends to talk about it—if she hadn’t already on her way back. He had to be fast.

	Peter hurried forward and leaned over beneath the Yates’s front window where the flower bed was. It was here somewhere.

	Where is it?

	There.

	The blue light flashed, and Peter’s hand shot out. Got it. He turned his back to the house and crouched behind a juniper bush several yards away. If somebody came outside looking for it, or if J made a call, he could jump out and say, “I found it.”

	Peter touched the screen.

	Locked.

	He couldn’t fake the bio ID, so he went for the manual password. It was long. He had to make no mistake typing any of the letters. Every second counted.

	P – E – R – F – E – C – T – S – A – N – D – W – I – C – H

	Perfect sandwich. PB&J.

	The screen saver vanished. He was in.

	Peter was in shock. J still hadn’t changed her password. Did she still like him, deep down?

	Peter scrolled through all the open apps, starting with the most recent.

	I need something. Anything. This was his chance to see who J was in league with, his one chance to bring down the crooks who had Little Cheezers—and Peter—on the brink of bankruptcy. If they weren’t stopped, they could bring the whole town to its knees.

	Besides, if he couldn’t get a job, Peter would miss his payments and have to sell his car. His dad’s pigs wouldn’t cover everything, especially with two of them missing.

	There was nothing interesting in J’s recent texts, just one word replies to several girls about whether she had found a dress and where she had got it and how much it had cost.

	Peter scrolled through the other recent apps.

	Phone, navigation, camera . . . He stopped dead on the fourth. FaceOff?

	Peter’s finger shook as it hovered over the screen image of the app window with a freaky hockey mask logo in the middle. What was J doing with an app like that? And it was recent.

	Peter’s heart rate accelerated. He looked over his shoulder at the house. He swallowed and then selected the window.

	Near the bottom of the screen was an input field for a meeting code. The values were already filled in but converted to asterisks. He selected ‘show code’. The asterisks turned to letters.

	“crybabybonanza83?”

	The “join meeting” button glowed softly just beneath the code. Peter’s palms began to sweat. His throat was dry. His heart pounded. Hacking into her phone was wrong. He had done it before just out of pure curiosity to see what she texted with her friends about. But the stuff was so mind-numbing he had vowed to never look at a woman’s phone again.

	The join meeting icon pulsed softly, temptingly.

	Peter jabbed it.

	An electronically garbled voice blurted out. “Well, how long does that take?”

	A recognizably female voice answered. “Getting a dress takes hours, you fool. Don’t be such an ignorant male.”

	“And if she’s driving back,” the woman continued, she can’t very well call-in with her mother in the car. We’ll have to get started without her.”

	They were talking about J. But they hadn’t reacted to him dialing in. FaceOff must not have shown how many were on the conference call or even made an alert tone to let them know someone else had joined the meeting.

	No wonder it was so popular with lowlifes. Made by crooks, for crooks.

	Peter tried to keep his breath quiet. There was no way to mute the line. He hoped they couldn’t hear the crickets chirping.

	“I passed a dead pig on the highway,” said another voice. “Mission success.”

	A dead pig—that was Dad’s!

	So, it was sabotage. And J was in on it. Peter felt like a vice was closing on his chest.

	Betrayal.

	The driver’s test—that was one thing—but stealing his pigs? That was a crime—albeit perpetrated by kids too young to prosecute.

	Peter’s hand not holding the phone closed on a fistful of grass. It was all intentional.

	“I got the service call for the router replacement,” said a third male voice. His electronically altered laugh sounded like a bad techno remix of an ‘80s movie villain robot. “Not that I’m going to do anything about it for a good long while.”

	“Yes,” said the woman’s voice. “They’ve got the message. We shouldn’t expect any more trouble from Guy’s snoop squad. Now we move to the next phase.”

	The screen door on the patio creaked. Peter hurriedly lowered the volume. The woman’s voice was just discernable.

	“The PTA sponsors the harvest ball. After it ends in complete disaster, our plan moves to the end game.” The woman gave an auspicious sniff, as if inflating herself with pride. “They’ll have no choice but to make me president. Toddlers are effective, but with the children of Surly under my control my reach will be limitless.”

	“Peter?”

	Heart leaping into his throat at the sound of J’s voice, Peter frantically jabbed the “leave meeting button”, clicked the phone off, and jumped to his feet.

	J had stepped off the porch and spotted him hiding behind the bush.

	“J. I—I found your phone.”

	“Over there?”

	J wouldn’t believe him if he told the lie. He was busted.

	But she had sabotaged him. That thought washed out desperate lingering hopes of rekindling their friendship.

	“I saw it in the flower beds. The indicator was flashing.” Peter’s heart thudded with anxiety.

	J’s mom’s voice sounded from the house. “Do you want me to call your phone?”

	“No, I found it,” J called back, her voice dripping with displeasure.

	Peter didn’t know whether he felt more angry or hurt. “I . . . noticed you didn’t change your password.”

	“You looked in my phone!” Her voice was angry, but the pleading in her eyes showed just as much fear.

	Peter held out the phone in his hand. “Interesting friends you’ve got on FaceOff.” Peter set his jaw. “They seem to think it’s funny that one of my dad’s pigs got hit by a car and died.”

	J’s hand went to her mouth.

	“You can go check it out on your way to swing night. The carcass should still be there on seventh, just past the yellow barn.”

	“Peter, I don’t—”

	“Probably had a good laugh at a hundred kids getting sick from eating my pizza, too. A lot more business for Sheik-Fil-A, I suppose.”

	J stamped her foot. “I had nothing to do with that.”

	Peter dropped the phone on the grass, like some kind of contaminated virus. He turned his hands up. “I’m sorry. Okay. I’m sorry I treated you that way.” Tears welled up in his eyes. His voice shook with emotion. “But this.” He pointed at the ground. “This is wrong.”

	J wrapped her arms around her waist. “You don’t understand.”

	“I saw you take the dress inside, while Lewis was at my house helping me get my pigs back in the stable. He was like ‘I haven’t asked her yet.’ You know what’s crazy? I was seriously considering asking you myself.”

	J tapped her foot. “But you asked SLURI how to ask Emo-G to the dance.”

	“That was The Fates. Do you think I would do that?”

	“I don’t know. I feel like I don’t even know you anymore.”

	Peter covered his face with his hands. He didn’t know whether to say he felt like he didn’t know himself anymore either, or whether he didn’t know her. Both were true. “How could you do this?”

	“Hurts,” J said, “doesn’t it? When you thought someone cared. When you held out your heart to them and they stomped on it.”

	“I was wrong,” Peter said. “I just wanted—”

	“You just wanted it all! You wanted everything and took for granted everybody that ever cared about you—or used to care about you.”

	Peter’s phone buzzed with a text from his mom. 
Where are you? Are you coming home?

	Peter’s hands curled into fists. He wanted so badly to scream at J, “Why?” Why had she betrayed him? But his own heart was screaming the same question at him. Why had he betrayed her? What was so important that he had to flush her feelings down the toilet?

	Hummus?

	At home, his mom was probably exhausted and trying to get his little brother in bed, with a pile of unwashed dishes and an equally large pile of bills she couldn’t log in to pay. His dad would have to be up early to check on the pigs and treat any cuts. Rather than sitting on the couch, holding hands watching sappy Korean dramas on Netflops, his parents would probably be up late talking about what was wrong with him.

	Peter wanted to tell J he did like peanut butter—he loved it. And that was what scared him. Peanut butter was his favorite thing in the world. And J’s peanut butter cups were the best thing he had ever eaten.

	But the will to speak was gone. Words were too painful, the distance between them was like a field full of briars.

	There was only one thing he was certain of. Whoever had corrupted J, poisoned him and his friends, and attacked his family, was going to go jail.

	Because if he was really going to man up and step into the role of Pizza Boy—deliverer of cheesy meals for Surly’s hungry masses, defender of people without brakes, and enemy of all who opposed Hot and Melty pizza—then he had better be ready for the fight of his life.

	Just like he wouldn’t let a car with no brake lights and screaming passengers drive past and do nothing, he wasn’t going to let what happened to him happen to anyone else. Surly needed him.

	Giving in to bullies like this only gave them more power. Somebody had to take a stand.

	Pizza Boy.

	He was in deep water with real crooks that made bad things happen. He couldn’t just call out a challenge.

	Peter was taking his operation underground. If they thought he was broken and beaten—all the better.

	“You can tell your friends—” Peter took a step toward the sidewalk that felt like stepping off a cliff—just as the lawn sprinklers started up. Water assaulted him from every direction, as if to remind him that he wasn’t welcome.

	“I give up. I’m done.” He raised his hands. “No more. My life is ruined enough.” He turned to leave. “And have fun with Lewis at the dance.” Peter choked on the last sentence and it never came out.

	You’re probably going to look incredible.

	His wet cheeks were stained with tears as well when he stepped into his house and stalked into his bedroom.

	It still smelled like pee.

	Stupid little monsters.

	“Peter?” his mom called groggily from her bedroom.

	“I’m home,” he sputtered.

	He was. And he was going to stay and fight. Peter tore his blankets off his bed. He was going to do whatever it took to win—even if it meant doing laundry.

	But what would he tell the others?—that J was in with the crooks? It made no sense. And if he pushed her away, would she stay with them and throw her life down the drain—all for spite?

	Peter sat down on the bare mattress and pulled out his phone. “Call Juan.”

	He answered after one ring. “Dude, what’s up?”

	“They killed one of my pigs.”

	“Shutup.”

	“Yeah. And blew up my internet router.”

	“No wonder the call quality is terrible. You’re not on Wi-Fi calling. What happened?”

	“Sabotage. It’s a long story. But that’s not why I called.”

	Juan waited.

	“I stole J’s phone today.”

	“You did what? Stealing a girl’s phone—do you have a death wish?”

	“I listened in on a FaceOff call. She’s in with a whole gang of bad guys lead by a crazy lady who is trying to take over Surly.”

	“No way.” Juan’s voice sounded incredulous.

	“No—seriously. They’re going to ruin the PTA’s Harvest Ball.”

	“What’s the crazy lady’s name?”

	“I don’t know. It was a FaceOff meeting. I couldn’t even hear their voices very well.”

	“That is messed up,” Juan said. “Hold on. I need to step outside.” Juan’s voiced sounded more distant, as if he was farther from the phone. “No mom. Everything’s fine. Peter just bombed a test.” From the other end of the call came the sound of a screen door banging shut. “She could tell something was up,” Juan said. “I told her you failed a test.”

	“Thanks.” Elbows on his knees, Peter rested his forehead in his hands.

	“Yeah, I got problems of my own,” Juan said. “The sushi cart—it’s not working out. I’m going to have to take a job at the dairy or something. Maybe Ash Valley.”

	Peter blew out a breath of exasperation. “I doubt they’re hiring with all the trouble going on. Anyway, people hate the potato bar at school. It’s the worst thing ever. I mean, we live in Idaho. Do we need more potatoes?”

	“Yeah, but I don’t know what to do. I tried everything.”

	There was only one thing to do. They had to keep fighting.

	“Just don’t give up,” Peter said.

	“But, I’m out of cash.”

	Juan just needed to sell more. But his gig at the school was kaput. And he couldn’t set up in the school parking lot. He would need permission for that.

	Perhaps it was his recent prep for the driver’s test, but Peter’s mind jumped from parking lot to parallel parking. The solution was stupid simple.

	“Wait a minute,” Peter said, thinking of the parallel parking spots in front of the school. “Just set up your cart in the street at lunchtime. It’s free parking for anyone. Who says you have to be in the school or even on their sidewalk?”

	Juan laughed. “I never even thought of that. I guess I always figured those parking spots belonged to the school.”

	“Pretty sure the city owns the street,” Peter said.

	Juan rubbed his chin with a faraway expression that bordered on scheming. “Dude, that’s a great idea. Might keep me afloat.” Then he snapped back to earth. “So, what are you going to do about J?”

	Peter grabbed a handful of his hair and tried to tug an idea free. “That’s what I can’t figure out. We have to bring down the conspirators. But if we do, then J goes to jail. This isn’t a joke. I mean these are felony crimes.”

	Juan gave a low whistle. “That’s tough.”

	He was listening, but his empathy wasn’t helping. Peter needed ideas.

	“Oh—hey. Check it out,” Juan said, “I saw this movie once. And this guy—you thought he was a bad guy all along, but then he turned out to be on the good guys’ side. He was just playing along so he could get inside their organization.”

	“It was a sting?” Peter said.

	“Exactly.”

	Peter could see where Juan was going with this. “We make J into a double agent.” J could expose the mastermind behind the operation. Then J wouldn’t be headed to jail.

	Peter took a breath—what felt like the first free breath he had taken in days. There was a way. “Maybe we can save her.”

	“Yeah,” Juan said. “But only if you can get her to trust you.”

	He had to. It wasn’t enough to just stop the villains. He had to save J.

	PB&J together. “Say a prayer for me,” Peter said. “Maybe like three or four.”

	“You got it. And thanks for the street parking idea. Sushi King is back in business—renegade style. Good luck with J.”

	“Yeah.” Peter hung up the call. “I’m going to need it.”


Chapter 16: Red Beet

	Peter folded the piece of paper twice. It was pointless to hope the note wouldn’t be intercepted and read. But everybody knew what was in the note anyway.

	Peter turned around in his chair and passed the hand-scrawled note diagonally back to Allison Forrest. She looked at the name, back at him, and gave a steely expression that made clear her disdain for being used as a delivery person.

	“Just—” Peter nodded his head in the direction of the back row.

	Allison dropped the note on Nathan Lamb’s desk. He promptly opened it and read it.

	Peter’s face went red. So did Nathan’s, before he checked the name on the front of the note and realized Peter wasn’t asking him to the dance.

	Idiot.

	With an audible snicker, Nathan refolded the note and passed it diagonally back to Emo-G’s desk.

	Peter gave a sigh of relief.

	Gabriella casually picked up the note, unfolded it, and then crushed it in her hand.

	Eek.

	She pointed directly at him, mouthed “you”, then at herself, “me” and then aimed her finger at the door, “now.”

	Mrs. Garcia was helping someone a few desks behind Peter try to figure out what a vector was. Her back was turned, so Peter made his own vector across the front of the class and out into the hallway.

	Emo-G emerged a few seconds later with an expression bordering on friendly. Then she quickly moved her forearm and pinned his neck against a locker. She whispered in his ear. “If you ever ask a girl to a dance with a note in class again, I will personally break your neck—twice.”[image: Image]

	Peter tried to swallow but failed. “Uh . . . but you’re not going to break my neck now?” he squeaked.

	Gabriella dropped her arm and rolled her eyes. “No. I’m just glad you asked me.”

	Peter took a breath of air and thanked his luck.

	“But seriously, you literally had a million ideas from SLURI and that’s the best you could do?”

	“I thought it would mean more if I thought of the idea myself.”

	Emo-G gave a little shake of her head that removed all doubt.

	“Oh.”

	“And you waited long enough to ask. I only have like four days to find a dress.” She leaned back against the locker next to Peter. “Anyway, the whole dance is going to be sabotaged. Probably won’t matter what I wear.”

	“So . . . you’re not going to dress up as some kind of goth vampire queen?”

	Emo-G’s face lit up. She turned to Peter and for a moment he thought she was going to kiss him. “That is such a great idea! Oh, I totally got this—and don’t worry about your suit. I’ll have yours ordered so it matches.”

	Peter raised a questioning finger. “Um . . . uh . . .”

	Emo-G skipped back into the classroom. Her toes barely touched the ground.

	“Oh, great. Peter Barnes, vampire king.” He took a breath to let the reality of his continually slouching status sink in before returning to a classroom full of inquisitive eyes.

	“No, I did not give her any answers to the quiz,” Peter hissed at Leila Harper. “She owes me money.”

	“Funny, Peter.”

	“Congratulations, Pizza Boy.”

	“Thanks, Evan.”

	“And good luck,” Evan snorted a laugh. “. . . You’re going to need it.”

	Peter tipped Evan’s science book off his desk. It landed flat, exuding a maximally-disruptive smack. Mrs. Garcia’s head shot up. “Barnes, it’s personal study time for the mid-term, not personal messing around time. You can study in detention. Now.”

	“What? I just—ugh.” Peter gathered his book to a chorus of snickers. As he walked out, he grumbled, “I don’t need to study for science anyway.”

	Peter went to GuyCo’s office instead. The door was half-open. He knocked on the hazed glass window. “Anybody home?”

	“Peter—come in. And shut the door.” GuyCo clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “I hear you asked Emo-G to the dance. Well done.”

	“What—how?”

	“The Fates posted an online survey about it already.” He held up his phone. “Tackiest way to ask a girl to the dance?—you decide.”

	“It’s only been three minutes!”

	“Old news is no news on Pinstaglam.” Changing subjects, he asked, “Any idea how those scumbags are going to try to ruin the dance?”

	Peter shook his head. “They won’t dare try to poison the refreshments now that we’ve got dirt on T.S.A.”

	“What kind disruption . . .” GuyCo put his feet up on his desk and stared at his wall of fame. “Peter, you gotta help me out on this one—this is kid stuff.”

	Peter thought for a moment. “There is one person who might know what they’re planning.

	GuyCo’s face seemed to melt. “J. I still can’t believe she’s involved. Maybe she just got mixed up with the wrong crowd.”

	Peter shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m going to talk to her today.”

	“When?”

	“I don’t know.” Peter bit his lip. “I’m going to ask her to be a mole—an informant.”

	“A narc.”

	“I have no idea what that is.”

	“80’s term. Anyway, I think it’s a good idea,” GuyCo said. “The trouble is, we have no idea if she’s going to tell us the truth or play us for fools.”

	Peter let out a heavy breath. “Yeah, I thought of that, too.”

	“But there is one thing we know now, one crucial piece.” GuyCo put his feet down and planted his elbows on his desk. “The Fates came clean. I figured they had to know something about the Sheik-Fil-A poisoning.”

	That was interesting. Peter sat down on one of the rickety wooden chairs. “What did they say?”

	Guy smiled. “I interviewed them one at a time—classic interrogation technique. Told each of them the others had confessed.”

	“What did they say?”

	“Basically, J paid them in data plan cards to hook her up with someone who could help her ruin your life.”

	“And they helped!”

	“Of course they did, Peter. You were totally out of line.”

	“I—what?”

	“It was wrong for J to try to sabotage your life,” GuyCo admitted, “but any other kid in Surly would have done the same thing.”

	“I wouldn’t have!”

	GuyCo slammed his hand on his desk. “That’s exactly the point, Peter. You aren’t the kind of person who can betray someone like that, especially not J. You aren’t! Can’t you see it?”

	Peter shrugged. “Kind of.”

	“You didn’t just betray Surly and J. You betrayed yourself.”

	With Peter having suffered through a month’s worth of trouble, he couldn’t argue with GuyCo’s point of view. “Yeah, I get that.” Peter stood up and filled a tiny cone-shaped paper cup with water from GuyCo’s water cooler.

	“So, you’re not perfect. Join the crowd. The trouble is you’ve only got one chance to make it right. If this thing goes wrong, J could go jail. Peter, do you understand?”

	He nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

	“The Fates said T.S.A. was a known collaborator with somebody known as ‘Soccer Mom.’”

	Peter sprayed his mouthful of water across GuyCo’s desk. “Soccer Mom?”

	GuyCo wiped his arm across his face, his expression as cold as the water Peter has just spit out. “Yep.”

	Peter’s eyebrows crossed. How could anyone take a villain known as “Soccer Mom” seriously? Then again, he had to. If this was the woman on the FaceOff call, the one who had ordered the toddler attack on his house, then she was dangerously devious, and obviously had a deep network of accomplices—those on the call, and possibly others.

	“Now we’ve got to find out who this ‘Soccer Mom’ really is. And we have to save the dance. Can I count on to you do that?”

	“Me? Aren’t you going to be there?”

	“Well, I would love to sit around for several hours watching teenagers act half their age, but my wife has monster truck tickets. My hands are tied.”

	“Right.”

	GuyCo shrugged. “One night only. The Devastator is going to be there. It has flame throwers. And it transforms.”

	“But—”

	“It’s my anniversary,” GuyCo admitted. “Tried to skip that once—didn’t go over well. Workload at home darn near tripled after that. Learned my lesson.”

	Peter scratched the back of his neck. “I guess it’s up to the kids who will be busy acting half our age.”

	The intercom chimed. “Guy, this is Bennett over in the portables. Mrs. Garcia sent Peter Barnes to detention, but he never showed up.”

	“I’ve got him here, Bennett. Sorry for not letting you know.”

	“Understood.”

	The intercom went dead.

	“Thanks for covering for me—and thanks for showing up the other day. You really did a number on T.S.A.”

	GuyCo folded his arms, his wide grin swallowing up the glory of the moment. “Well, he had it coming. And that’s what teammates do—stick up for each other. That’s why you’ll all be there.” he said. “Surly’s slickest heroes.”

	Peter cracked his knuckles. He was ready.

	And he had no idea what to do.

	But J would.

	The bell rang as Peter left GuyCo’s office. As he walked to his locker, he thought about his chances of getting J to join his side.

	J didn’t work today. She would be home. Maybe he could get her alone.

	Peter left his science book in his locker and hung out by the candy machines until the halls were mostly empty. Then he walked home and turned into the cul-de-sac, following the crack-riddled sidewalk around to the front of J’s house.

	But he didn’t walk up to the door. He was thinking about Emo-G’s drone and how easily it had caught J talking with Mo and T.S.A.

	Shortly after that, Super Squad had cornered T.S.A. The mastermind behind the organization was probably wondering what had led them to T.S.A. His most recent meeting had been with Mo and J. If there was a mole in the organization leaking information, those two would be the prime suspects.

	J would be on the watch list.

	Peter couldn’t just walk up to her doorstep and demand information. That was practically amateur. He would need a place where he could talk to her without fear of being overheard.

	Well, that was obvious. A dance. You could barely hear yourself think.

	Peter could talk to her at the Harvest Ball. Although, it wouldn’t leave much time for him to thwart whatever plans the bad guys were making.

	But, if he tried to get the information early, and they found out about the leak, they could just change their plans.

	So maybe finding out what their plans were early wasn’t necessarily an advantage, and certainly introduced more risks.

	Could he wait until the last minute to find out what sabotage they were planning? Would he have time to convince J to join his side in the middle of the dance floor?

	That was risky, too. But the biggest risk was Soccer Mom finding out that J had met with him and getting burned. That villain was capable of anything.

	And he couldn’t do that to J. He had already hurt her. He wasn’t going to do it again.

	Sometimes making the right decision was tough.

	Peter walked home. Every step he took away from J’s house felt like reeling in a buoy on a lifeline, pulling it away from someone desperate and drowning.

	Only one thing was certain—the dance would be a showdown, in more ways than one.


Chapter 17: Squash

	The next day, when he finished his homework, Peter went outside to find his dad tagging the ears of the pigs with small metal clips. He pointed at the tag stamped with the name “Barnes”.

	“Why bother?” Peter said. “They’ll only be around a few more weeks.”

	“All the more reason to make sure we don’t lose them. That was a close call,” his dad said. “And we’re still missing one.”

	“Right. So . . . do you need me to do anything?”

	His dad looked up at him like he had just said a very bad word.

	“What did I say?”

	Peter’s dad put his hands on his hips, leaned back, and gave a roar of a laugh. “I never thought I would hear you ask to do chores.”

	“Great. Nothing for me to do, then? See ya.”

	“Wait. Wait—um . . . the—”

	Peter scurried back toward the house.

	“—the garden,” his dad blurted out. “Pulling out the dead tomato plants.”

	“Too late!” Peter snickered as he quickly closed the sliding glass door.

	“Peter, there’s a package for you,” his mom called from the front room.

	“For me?”

	Peter walked around the kitchen into the front room and stared at the wide, flat box on the floor. The markings were nondescript, but the waybill indicated a Fleebay.com bid number. “What the poop?”

	“Peter—language.”

	Peter used his keys to cut the packing tape and opened the box. His mom hovered just outside helicopter parent range. “Heavens. It’s a suit.”

	“Wow.” Peter lifted the hanger and tore away a thin clear dry cleaner bag to reveal a long-tailed black suit with a vest and pants.

	“The tails on the coat are rather . . . long,” his mom said in a voice that did little to hide her opinion. “Was it misdelivered?”

	Peter grimaced. No such luck.

	The lapels of the coat were blood red. Peter lifted the coat off the hanger to find an old-fashioned Victorian-era shirt with ruffled frills and a high collar. He looked over to see his mom’s face twist into an expression he hadn’t seen since she passed her last kidney stone. “Well . . . that’s interesting, isn’t it?”

	“I think it’s supposed to match Emo-G’s dress,” Peter said.

	“You’re sure it’s not from her dress?”

	“Mom—seriously.”

	The back sliding door opened and his dad’s face suddenly looked he was staring at roadkill trying to figure out what kind of animal it was. “What the heck is that?”

	Peter beat a quick retreat to his room.

	This is going to be a disaster.

	***

	So far, so good. Peter had made it to Emo-G’s house without any major mishaps or wardrobe malfunctions. He just had to get the corsage on without mangling it and get out before one of her parents said something super embarrassing.

	The homemade corsage saved him some bucks. His mom had finally succumbed to the idea that her son was going to the Harvest Ball dressed as Dracula’s nephew and put together a corsage with a dark red rose at the center of the arrangement.

	It perfectly matched the red-tinted contact lenses Emo-G was wearing. Her dress would have put any wicked witch to shame. She smiled as she held out her arm to let him slip the corsage’s elastic over her hand and onto her wrist. [image: Image]

	The sleeves of her dress were long and loose, a sheer fabric that showed what he assumed were temporary henna tattoos up both of her arms in a pattern of intertwining vines of thorns.

	A red and black collar rose behind her neck and ended in a stiff lace. The bodice of the dress was a leather corset with skull buckles and the slit along the side of her dress revealed over-the-knee high-heeled black leather boots long enough to kick Chuck Norris into Kansas.

	She held out a black cloak with a red velvet lining and turned to let Peter drape it around her shoulders.

	She tied the knot at her neck, just below a choker necklace with a ruby in the center of a large, fairly realistic looking black widow that gave Peter the heebie-jeebies.

	But it was her shiny blood-red lipstick that really sealed the ensemble. She literally looked like she had been drinking blood right before she opened the door.

	A shiver ran down his spine as she reached out to pin his boutonniere on his lapel. It was a dead flower of unknown origin—probably poisonous.

	At his dad’s suggestion, Peter had gone with a slicked-back hairstyle. After failing to find any kind of hair supply strong enough to keep his hair down, his dad had finally brought something in from the garage that had done the trick.

	Peter had no idea if whatever his dad planned on using to get the stuff out would take his hair along with it, but he had an Idaho hunch that it was a very real possibility.

	Gabriella’s mom had on a pasted smile that looked as real as all the rest of her plastic-surgeoned self.

	Her dad held out a camera. “Honey, why don’t you take their picture?”

	She elbowed him. “You could have taken his braces off for the dance.”

	“Well, Lessa,” he said to his wife. “Gabby’s wearing plenty of metal. I think it matches just fine.”

	“Scoot together,” Mrs. Payne said, making a sandwich with her hands.

	Emo-G and Peter were not quite touching. It was as close as either would stand.

	Mrs. Payne took the camera from her husband and smiled. It looked more like a wince. “Say cheese!”

	“Very funny,” Emo-G droned. It was well-known that she never smiled for pictures.

	Peter blinked as the flash went off. Mrs. Payne flinched at the picture on the camera viewscreen and then forced another smile. “Lovely. You two hurry along. I’ll be over a little later to help with the PTA student volunteer awards.”

	Peter escorted Emo-G out to the Hyundai, which was appropriately red.

	“Put on the Hot and Melty sign!” Dr. Payne cheered.

	“Dad!”

	Peter put the car in gear and headed for the dance. Their traditional pre-dance afternoon activity had been miniature golfing with The Fates and their dates. Emo-G had destroyed everyone by ten strokes, except Mia’s date who was on the golf team and came in only four strokes over.

	At Emo-G’s request, they had done a quick picnic for dinner instead of trying to drive out of town to a fancy restaurant. Apparently, she needed a lot of time to get ready.

	“Hot and Melty,” she mumbled. “I can’t believe he said that.”

	“I’m sure he meant well.”

	“That’s sweet of you to say,” Emo-G said, “but I’m pretty sure it was just the most embarrassing thing he could think of. So, are you ready for the dance?”

	“No—I mean, yeah, I watched those video links you texted me.”

	“Did you practice any of the dance steps with your mom or anyone?”

	“Sort of—not really.”

	“Oh well, I didn’t expect you would. You probably had like a whole ton of urgent cat videos to watch.”

	“How did you—”

	Emo-G met his eyes, astonished. “I was just kidding—wait, you seriously watch cat videos on the internet?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“So do I. I like the ones with the dogs in them too.”

	“The ones where the cat and the dog are all curled up togeth—”

	“No. Where the cat jumps out of nowhere and scares the dog so bad it pees all over the floor.”

	Peter tried to keep a straight face as he turned into the high school gym parking lot. “What—why?” Half the parking lot was blocked off with orange cones. “They picked the day of Harvest Ball to repave the parking lot?”

	“Clever devils,” Emo-G murmured. “Let’s park on the road. I think the asphalt is still sort of wet.”

	Peter and Emo-G walked across the front lawn and around to the main entrance of the gym, noting the number of couples attempting to unglue their shoes from the sticky pavement in the side of the parking lot that had been opened for parking.

	“That tar is going to do a number on the basketball floor,” Peter said.

	Emo-G nodded. “Yeah, but it’s too late to stop that.”

	“Jeez, we just got here and we’re already down on the count.”

	Emo-G held Peter’s arm as they ascended the steps in front of the gym.

	The PTA volunteers at the check-in desk slid back in their chairs.

	Nobody even asked them for a ticket.

	Peter had to admit that being insanely intimidating felt pretty cool. The question on his mind, as the crowd parted to admit the queen of the night Emo-G and her next potential victim, was whether Lewis and J had arrived.

	There was certain to be a dance-off rematch.

	Emo-G tugged him toward the far corner of the gym, where hay bales had been stacked to hide the bleachers. It was a traditional decoration, even if it hardly matched the formal theme. An old-fashioned oil lamp flickered near a bushel with various types of squash and some rusty farm equipment that completed the set.

	A new song started, and Emo-G led their dance.

	Truthfully, Peter had stepped through the dance moves over and over again until he could do them blindfolded, but doing them with Emo-G was different enough to get him off rhythm every few steps.

	“Less bad than last time,” she admitted, her head poised as she glided effortlessly across the floor beside him, ghostlike. “You’re almost not horrible.”

	Peter supposed that was Emo-G’s way of giving a compliment.

	By the end of the song, Peter was in lockstep with every turn.

	As the next song began, with her right arm on his shoulder, his right hand at the small of her back and their left hands clasped together, they pivoted in a dizzying series of turns toward the center of the dance floor, clearing dancers like a pair of wolves cutting into a herd.

	Their turns stopped abruptly when another pair of legs whirled into the center of the dance floor: J and Lewis.

	J’s knee-length yellow dress twirled like a flower when she spun. Lewis’s cowboy hat had a matching yellow band and his snakeskin boots had decorative, but obviously nonfunctional spurs that went along with a pewter belt buckle that would have put Poncho Villa to shame. His shirt was pressed, but his muscles cut into the sharp lines enough to make an imposing figure beside J.

	The rematch was on.

	Then the music cut out. The crowd gave a collective groan.

	Peter turned his hands up. “Seriously?” The sabotage had already started.

	Emo-G eyes scanned the crowd for the perpetrator. It obviously wasn’t J. She was on the dance floor, nowhere near the sound system.

	“Sorry, folks,” a voice hollered from the DJ’s station. “It’ll just be a minute.”

	The lines for pictures and refreshments filled up as quickly as the ornate metal benches borrowed from Memorial Park. The benches were the one place to rest feet aching from tortuous high heels. Groups of dancers peeled away gradually, leaving only the two couples determined not to yield the floor.

	Peter Barnes found himself looking into the eyes of J Yates.

	It was the Harvest Ball. This should have been their first dance date. Wasn’t that written in the stars? Or had that star fallen? There was no anger in her eyes, but perhaps disappointment . . . or was it worry?

	“Did you make it through the parking lot okay?” he asked.

	“Lewis carried me.”

	Typical.

	There was no way he could have carried Gabriella.

	“You guys look great,” Peter said, as Lewis looped his arm around J.

	“You guys look—”

	“Remarkable?” Peter offered.

	“Remarkable—definitely,” J said with a reluctant smile. She shrugged Lewis’s arm off her shoulders and took a step closer. “Peter, there’s something I have to tell you.”

	Perfect. She was thinking the exact same thing as he was. She wanted out. She wanted to stop Soccer Mom. It was only natural that lifelong friends eventually drew together again after a misunderstanding.

	Would Soccer Mom have expected that?

	Of course, she would have—maybe even planned on it, or at least planned to stop it.

	If J really did want to warn Peter about something, then she had likely wanted to get out of Soccer Mom’s clutches for a long time.

	Why hadn’t she?

	Obviously, there would be consequences if she did. It was like trying to leave a gang—or so Peter supposed. There weren’t any gangs in Surly.

	Perhaps just one, a criminal empire grown right up with their corn crop.

	Rather than lean in to hear what J had to say, Peter hesitated.

	Soccer Mom could be one of the volunteers. She could be watching them right now.

	If J warned Peter and he saved the dance, Soccer Mom would burn J.

	Would he risk what happened to his family happening to hers—to the Yates Dairy? T.S.A. could plant all sorts of false evidence at the dairy. He could land them in big trouble with fines and investigations—maybe even get the whole operation shut down.

	Was a school dance worth that?

	But there was something else, something even bigger. If J outed herself now, to save the dance, she wouldn’t be on the inside during the final stage of Soccer Mom’s plan.

	Which was more important: saving the dance, or having a chance to nab the mastermind herself?

	“I . . . uh . . . think you should give Lewis another dance,” Peter sputtered.

	J’s expression became desperate. She grabbed his arm. “Peter—listen to me. I have to tell you—”

	Peter took a step back, pulling his arm loose. If he let her warn him, then he would know what Soccer Mom was going to do. He would try to stop it. Then Soccer Mom would have no one to blame but J.

	If he just let it happen, let Soccer Mom get away with whatever she was doing, then someone was going to suffer.

	There was no way around that. The question was who?

	Peter knew his answer.

	Not J.

	“Peter?” Her voice was desperate.

	Just then the music came back on.

	“Sorry, I can’t really hear very well in here.” He looked from Lewis to J and then to Emo-G as he turned away.

	Emo-G grabbed his bicep. “You were supposed to talk to her and find out what she knew!”

	“Yeah, but—”

	“Yeah, but you got scared?” Emo-G’s face formed a look of pain. “Peter, they’re going to ruin our date, and everyone else’s. Doesn’t that matter to you?”

	“Of course, it does, but—” How could he explain to Emo-G that losing to Soccer Mom was the only way to keep J from becoming a target.

	A light flicked on in the upper deck of the stands and then flicked off. Then another bank of lights flickered, as if someone was trying to find the right switch.

	Then basketball hoops began unfolding. The hoops, which were usually stowed in the folded-up position for special events tore through the streamers running from the center of the gym, dropping the meticulously placed decorations all over the dance floor.

	Students laughed as streamers, balloons, and finally, the Harvest Ball banner collapsed at center court.

	“Peter, we have to do something,” Emo-G said. “This is all orchestrated.”

	This level of mayhem was nothing out of the ordinary. It was students who planned these things after all.

	This was just a distraction for something bigger, something worse.

	Peter bit his lip. “Gabs, there’s something I have to tell you.”

	“Don’t tell me you’re on her side!”

	“No, it’s just—” Peter didn’t know what to say. But there was only one thing to say. “Yes. I am.”

	A door on the far side of the gym opened. Peter’s eyes darted toward the motion. Nobody should be sneaking into the gym without a ticket. And nobody should be using the locker rooms. The entry restrooms were available. All of it smelled like trouble.

	Peter ran. Shouldering through the crowd, he angled for the door in the back corner of the gym. Beyond it were the boy’s locker room and the exit that lead out onto the football practice field.

	Peter pushed through the door only to have a dark shape barrel in through the outer door, heading right for him. It was knee-high and dripping with so much mud, it was as if the animal was made of it.

	Peter’s first thought was an image of all that mud on J’s pretty yellow dress.

	Behind the pig, visible in the yellow glow of the safety light above the back entrance, Peter spied two figures.

	Soccer Mom’s accomplices.

	The two figures disappeared as the squealing hog charged right for him. Peter had two options. One was to grab the locker room door and pull it open to block the pig’s path and hopefully get it into the locker room—a place that was made for dealing with mud.

	The other was a far easier option, but a much harder choice.

	Peter had already made up his mind. He flattened himself against the wall. The pig lumbered past, smearing the floor and his suit pants with splotches of brown mud.

	“Peter, what are you—” Emo-G appeared in the entrance, only to be knocked aside by the pig twice her weight.

	Screams sounded as the messy cannonball of a hog entered the gym. Peter took a deep breath and stepped into the chaos.[image: Image]

	Several boys chased the pig toward the far corner—the obvious choice, as it had enough bales of hay to improvise a pen. The pig took the clue and headed straight for the bushel of squash—dinner.

	The final scene played out in Peter’s mind only moments before it all happened.

	The pig upended the romantically flickering oil lamp. Glass shattered. Oil spilled across the floor and onto the hay, closely followed by a rising sheet of flame.

	Fire climbed the hale bales and in moments someone had pulled the fire alarm.

	Panicking students pushed for the exit, slamming Peter against the wall. The room emptied quickly, but not before the sprinklers came on.

	The multi-thousand-dollar sound system stopped moments later, killed by the spray from the sprinklers.

	Peter finally made his way out of the building and onto the practice field beside a mass of students, some laughing, others crying. Some were hurt from the rush to get out, but it looked like nobody had gotten trampled—at least not at this exit.

	A moment later Emo-G stood in front of him, wet and so angry she couldn’t even speak.

	“Peter and Emo-G let it in,” said a girl he didn’t know. “They went out that door and that’s when the pig came through.”

	Just as the accusations began to fly, two boys and two adult chaperones dragged the squealing pig out the door. Its legs were tied by someone’s suspenders.

	Of course, one of the heroes was Lewis Larson.

	In the yellow glow of the lamp over the exit, one of the chaperones bent down and read the name on the ear tag aloud.

	“Barnes.”

	Only then, did Peter realize just how far ahead of him Soccer Mom really was.

	A setup!

	There couldn’t just be something bad that happened. There had to be a fall guy, so people stopped looking for someone to blame.

	Peter Barnes and the PTA president’s own daughter were both implicated. It was the perfect crime.

	“Barnes?” the man called again. He looked up from reading the pig’s ear clip. “This pig belongs to the Barnes’s.”

	Peter was utterly discombobulated. Not only had Soccer Mom captured the runaway pig, but she had also managed to tag it the same way his dad had tagged the recovered pigs. It was pure villainous genius.

	“Choices and consequences,” Peter whispered. He closed his eyes and when he opened them, Officer Chubs was standing in front of him, cuffs in hand.

	Destruction of school property that expensive—this was no joke. Possibly a felony.

	Chubs looked from Peter to Emo-G. “You two had better come with me.”

	Peter held out his hands. “I think you know who you’re here for.”

	Chubs looked between them and back to Peter. “I hope you’re right.” Then he cuffed Peter.[image: Image]



	
Chapter 18: Sweet Relish

	Officer Chubs gave him an earful on the way to the station. Peter got the full treatment: fingerprints, mug shot, and a jail cell.

	It wasn’t until Chubs went into his second round of lecturing that Peter began to listen to the news running on the TV mounted above the booking desk.

	“A teen prank went horribly wrong in Surly, Idaho this evening, leaving dozens injured. We go to Kelsie Mathews who is on the scene.”

	Chubs turned to follow Peter’s gaze.

	“That’s right, Jim. Folks here in Surly are shocked after a disaster at the high school Harvest Ball nearly cost the lives of dozens of students.”

	The camera cut to an interview with a senior girl who looked like she had been riding a bull in a rodeo from her disheveled up-do to her torn dress. “And then I saw Pizza Boy and Emo-G open the side door and let the pig in.” She broke into tears. “It came right at me!”

	Peter rolled his eyes.

	The reporter turned to the camera. “Allegedly, the notorious Pizza Boy of Surly and his date Gabriella Payne, daughter of the PTA president, released a live pig into the dance, causing extensive damage, including a fire.”

	The town’s volunteer fire department was out in force, walking around in the background of the TV camera trying to look important.

	“Chief, can you describe the source of the fire and the damage?”

	“We are still investigating at this point. However, it does appear that the cause of the fire was indeed due to the pig knocking over an oil lamp. We don’t yet have an estimate on the damages, but we are treating this as a possible case of arson.”

	“Arson!” Peter blurted out. “The pig is as arsonist? What are they going to do—have a live execution and then roast it for a luau?”

	The camera panned to show dramatically weeping teens draped in blankets, before cutting to another interview. “This is my senior year,” said another girl, whose date had his arm around her shoulder. “It was my last Harvest Ball. And it was the worst night of my life.”

	“Yeah,” said the boy, “I just hope Peter and whoever else helped him know how many people they hurt.” He held out his mud-stained hands. “Hope you’re happy.”

	“Several students were treated on-site for injuries. It’s a tragic situation here for the students and families of Surly. One student has been detained in connection with the incident. Back to you, Jim.”

	That was the kind of story that would make the national news.

	Peter hadn’t considered that before. He imagined his dad so many years before on the neighbor’s porch, ringing the doorbell to confess about backing into their car. His dad hadn’t been thinking about the fallout. He was just trying to do the right thing.

	Choices then consequences. Peter forced his balled-up fists to relax.

	I made the choice. Now the consequences.

	Chubs held out his arm and pointed at the TV. “Is that what you wanted? I mean, I don’t know what you were even thinking.”

	“Would you like to know?” Peter said calmly.

	Officer Chubs’ jaw went slack.

	“Because I’ll tell you, on one condition. Swear to keep it a secret—swear on everything you love about this town—on every last potato and beet in the ground.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about, kid.”

	Peter stared at him. “I need someone I can trust.”

	“You need a lawyer.”

	“I don’t need a lawyer. I’ve got rock-solid alibis. I’m not here to argue with you. I’m here to tell the truth. But you’re the only one who’s going to hear it—agreed?”

	Peter hadn’t just taken the fall for the pig incident. He had saved J. Soccer Mom’s plan had gone off without a hitch. Peter was ruined. Emo-G’s mom would be, too.

	As far as Soccer Mom thought, J hadn’t even tried to warn him.

	J was a fully initiated operative now. She had burned Peter. She was an insider.

	She could find out who Soccer Mom really was.

	But Peter wasn’t out of the game. He was making a pawn sacrifice. And when Soccer Mom finally made her power grab, he would be there.

	Officer Chubs took off his service hat and scratched his head. “You are one strange cookie, Peter Barnes. Let’s hear this story.”

	***

	Peter stood up from the defendant’s chair in the courtroom, listening as the judge read his sentence.

	As it turned out, the plea deal with the prosecutor let Peter off with only misdemeanors on his record and a bunch of community service hours.

	But that wasn’t the only fallout. Emo-G wouldn’t speak to him. His parents had gone to counseling twice—before they decided it was too expensive.

	Lessa Payne was in more hot water than a chicken in a Sunday afternoon stew, while Peter was the hero of every rebel in the county as well as the name right under Benedict Arnold for anyone who had any red-blooded American Surly pride.

	It all hinged on getting J to trust him again.

	Peter still felt hollow inside. He’d done this all for J. And until Juan managed to get a message to her explaining all this, she would have no idea it was all for her.

	Was he being a fool? Did she even care about him? Or, had she just tried to warn him at the dance because she was afraid of getting caught?

	Peter’s hands were slick with sweat as he thought about the gambit he’d made.

	Only when he sat down and the judge dismissed him and his parents, did he see the peanut butter cup. It was tucked under the lip of the desk’s wooden facade, where only he would see it.

	It could have been from anyone, but Peter knew it wasn’t.

	It was stuck on the end of a popsicle stick.

	Eyes darting around for any watchers, Peter slowly lifted the delicacy off the popsicle stick.

	Was it poisoned? Was he falling for the oldest trick in the book?

	Then he saw the two words written on the popsicle stick with a fine-point sharpie.

	“PTA meeting.”[image: Image]

	What did that have to do with anything?

	If this message was from J, then maybe it was about Soccer Mom. If J had found out Soccer Mom’s identity, perhaps that meeting would be the best chance to catch her.

	Or, it could be a joke, a red herring to throw him off Soccer Mom’s trail.

	This, Peter realized, was his chance to trust J. He looked up, spotting Officer Chubs leaving through the court room’s double doors, probably trying to make a donut run before the next trial started.

	“Officer Chubs!”

	He turned, as did Peter’s parents.

	Peter walked around, trying to ignore the eyes of the gawkers who had come to see Pizza Boy’s sentencing. One was a newspaper reporter, judging from the notes the woman had been taking.

	Peter held out his hand which held the stick hidden in his fist. “Thanks for listening to my side of the story. I think I’ve learned what I needed to.”

	Chubs extend his hand and shook Peter’s. Then his expression twisted as he realized Peter’s hand wasn’t empty.

	Peter pressed the popsicle stick into Chub’s heavy-handed grip and then let go. Chubs closed his hand around the stick. He gave a small nod, before looking at the calorie-laden delicacy in Peter’s other hand.

	Peter smiled, popped the enormous peanut butter cup into his mouth, and chewed.

	He had never tasted anything better.

	***

	Peter slouched in his seat in the auditorium at the PTA election meeting. This could go very badly if he was spotted. As far as the Surly PTA went, he was public enemy number one.

	It was lucky he even made it into the auditorium without being recognized and tossed out.

	It was still a very real possibility.

	The oversized belt buckle, riding boots, and cowboy hat he had borrowed from Juan, who had inherited them from his grandpa and never worn them, were as good a disguise as anything. He sat down next to someone very familiar, who didn’t so much as give him a second glance.

	The PTA meeting was a mass of shouting and calls to order. When the vote of no confidence came up, Peter called out his choice as loudly as the others.

	In moments, Lessa Payne was no longer PTA president—voted out in disgrace for the Harvest Ball disaster.

	And then came the moment Peter had waited for—waited as he walked past J’s house, waited in a jail cell, waited as he served meals at the soup kitchen, and read books aloud to elderly people at the senior center all during Potato Harvest week to work off his community service hours.

	The person next to him stood up. “Hi, I’m Jaylee Yates. I know I’m not a parent, but I just wanted to publicly thank the generous donor on the PTA who gave the money to replace the sound system, so we’ll have something to use for Homecoming. It might seem like a small thing, but to us, it’s a huge deal. So, whoever on the PTA it was—thank you, from all of us!”

	J’s speech garnered a round of warm applause.

	Peter looked away as she sat down.

	Then a man stood up, one Peter recognized. “I know who it was, and she wouldn’t want me to say nothing about it. But being as how we need a new PTA president and all, I figure you folks have a right to know.”

	It was Mo, the motivational speaker. He was intentionally speaking like a hick, just to sound more authentic.

	“I heard it from Kay Bull, who was over at our esteemed donor’s house fixing her phone line so she could make the call to the principal. And we all know there’s not a more dependable soul in this county than Kay Bull.”

	That was debatable, Peter thought, but the crowd drew an ominous hush, waiting to hear who this donor was.

	Peter looked to the stage, where the curtain was drawn. There was the slightest sign of a ripple.

	“And you would hardly believe it as she only just got out of the hospital with her brand-new baby.”

	A rush of whispers ran around the crowd.

	“But seeing as she was willing to give up her savings for a family vacation so our students could have Homecoming next month, I think Mary Higgins—bless her heart—is the right woman to put this organization back on the right foot.”

	Mary Higgins—the manager of Higgins Happy House daycare? Who would have guessed?

	Well, it was no wonder she was the only one who could manage the demon toddlers Zach and Gerald—she was training them!

	Near the front of the auditorium, several people seemed to be urging a blushing Mary Higgins to her feet. Another polite round of applause broke out.

	Mary spoke. “That’s really too kind of you. But, of course, I’d be honored to be your next Surly PTA President!”

	The voice was unmistakable. Aside from some digital clutter, it was the same the voice Peter had heard on the FaceOff call.

	Peter stood up, pulled off his cowboy hat, and shouted, “I’d like to nominate Mary Higgins as well, for Soccer Mom of the year!”

	J stood up next to him. His heart leapt. “And I second it!”

	The school board member running the meeting leaned toward the microphone to call the meeting back to order, but the microphone was lifted just out of his reach.

	Peter grinned.

	Officer Chubs stepped from behind the curtain and said into the microphone, “That’s two witnesses.” Then he handed the microphone back to the school board member and climbed down the stage steps, pulling out his handcuffs. “Mary Higgins, I’m placing you under arrest for conspiracy to poison the students at Surly High eating at Sushi King as well as the children at the Cheese Pull, racketeering and the operation of an illegal pyramid scheme, embezzlement of the ‘Save the Monkeys’ funds—” He continued rattling off crimes as Mo tried to sneak out the back exit.

	In a flash, Emo-G appeared on the scene, catching his arm and levering it over her shoulder in an expert judo throw.

	Mo wailed in fright as he hit the floor, and then in pain as Emo-G cranked several of his limbs into positions of extreme discomfort. “I’ve been waiting to do that for so long,” she said. It’s called ‘the monkey hold.’”

	“Ow!”

	As Officer Chubs hauled the hand-cuffed Higgins toward the back exit, he leaned over to the microphone. “I’d just like to thank my special deputies Pizza Boy Peter Barnes, and Sheik-Fil-Agent Jaylee Yates for their help in this sting operation. This town owes them a real thanks.” He paused and then added, “And I’d like to re-nominate Lessa Payne as PTA President.”

	The gym erupted in a chorus of cheers that grew into a chant, “PB&J! PB&J!”


Chapter 19: Perfect Sandwich

	Peter sat on J’s porch, waiting.

	The screen door banged, sending another shiver of concern that quickly dissipated.

	Then a pair of sneakers stepped past him and J plopped down on the steps next to him. “Here.”

	Peter looked up and took the half of the PB&J sandwich that J had offered. “Half white and half wheat?”

	“Just trying to bring some cultural diversity to this town.”

	Peter laughed and bit into the sandwich. It stuck to the roof of his mouth in the way only a true American PB&J sandwich could.

	J sighed, as if a huge weight had just slid off her. “I can’t believe you went to jail for me.”

	A tear welled up in Peter’s left eye. It was always the weak one. “Yeah, it wasn’t fun. But I would do it again. It was just the right thing to do. If I had done the easy thing—try to stop Soccer Mom from ruining the dance—then we never would have had a chance to get her in the open.”

	“Says the guy who let his own pig ruin the Harvest Ball.”

	“Well, it was pretty clever of Soccer Mom to tag the runaway pig with an ear clip the same way Dad tagged his.”

	That woman was not to be underestimated. Peter wondered if the county prosecutors would be able to pin the crimes on her, or whether she would slip away somehow.

	If she did, Super Squad was ready, along with its newest member.

	J licked some jelly off her finger. “I knew they had one of the pigs, but it wasn’t until I saw that trailer in the blocked-off section of the parking lot that I realized what they were going to do. Still,” J bit into her sandwich and spoke with her mouth full, “I tried to warn you—I literally grabbed your arm.”

	Peter smiled. That moment—when she had touched his arm and looked him in the eye and told him that she had something to tell him. It was the best moment of his life. “That’s how I knew I could trust you.”

	J smiled at him. “Look at you—for once you said the right thing.”

	“Hey, if toddlers can be trained to pour water on Wi-Fi routers . . .”

	J laughed. “Good point.”

	Peter shook his head. “I was such a jerk.”[image: Image]

	“Yeah, you probably still are. But sometimes you aren’t so bad, Pizza Boy.”

	“Thanks, Sheik-Fil-Agent—did Chubs come up with that on his own?”

	J shook her head as she finished another bite of sandwich. “No, I think that was The Fates.”

	Peter looked into her eyes. “I never got a chance to tell you . . . you looked really great at the Harvest Ball.”

	“Yeah, I know. You were staring.”

	“People were staring at me, too,” Peter admitted, “but that probably wasn’t for the same reason.”

	J put her hand to mouth to avoid spewing chewed bits of sandwich. “I vant to drink from your veins.”

	Peter covered his eyes. “I haven’t dared look at Pinstaglam.”

	“Oh, it’s everywhere. They had pictures of you dressed like that on the national news.”

	Peter nearly dropped his sandwich. “What?”

	J hunched over, hyperventilating as she tried to talk through a herd of elephants jumping on her back. “Oh, Peter—I mean you can’t even make stuff like that up. You looked awful!”

	When the giggles finally passed and Peter had recovered a modicum of self-respect, he asked, “Do you think they’ll have enough evidence to convict Soccer Mom?”

	“I don’t know. It’s going to be really hard to prove she did anything wrong. Everybody else was doing her dirty work. But at least people will be on the lookout. She’s not going to be able to take Surly by surprise anymore.”

	“Maybe she’ll move to Utah.”

	“We can always hope.”

	The conversation paused. A gaggle of geese honked as they flew past going east.

	Stupid geese.

	Life in Surly was back to normal. Emo-G was going to be teaching the demon toddlers karate for discipline after school—apparently, Mary Higgins wasn’t the only person in Surly who could handle them.

	Juan was making a profit selling sushi in the street next to campus to kids who couldn’t stomach the potato bar for a single day more.

	Due to the Surly dance fire, and the ensuing media coverage, The Fate’s Pinstaglam account had tripled its number of followers.

	Ash Valley was shipping melty cheese once again to Little Cheezers.

	Peter had a job and there was a whole lot of bacon in the deep freeze.

	J took a swig from a glass of water and then handed it to Peter.

	“Thanks,” Peter said. He chugged the rest.

	They were even back to sharing germs.

	Lewis Larson was still on the radar, but J’s date at his barn, where they had ended up doing more mucking of stalls than riding of horses, had somewhat lessened her interest in the surlier side of Surly. Lewis was still in the picture, but hopefully not in the foreground.

	Peter looked over at J. “I don’t have to go to work until four-thirty. Do you . . . want to go for a ride?”

	J smiled. “Where to?”

	“I was thinking we could drive out to the yellow barn and blast some music from my really wimpy speakers while you fix my bad dancing.”

	“. . . and then?”

	Peter swallowed. There was a time to be brave and there was time to be crazy. Maybe this was both.

	“. . . and then we sneak out behind the barn and see if we can get our braces stuck together.”

	J’s jaw dropped. She jumped up and squealed. “I thought you were never going to ask!” Then she smiled and pointed to her mouth, showing only gleaming white teeth.

	“Wait—you got your braces off? When?”

	“Yesterday.” A wry smirk appeared on her face. “Guess you missed your chance.”

	Peter’s heart clunked like a bad transmission.

	“You do realize The Fates are hiding behind old man Olsen’s tree ready to get the Pinstaglam picture that will vault their account status to ‘splegendary’, Emo-G’s new drone is hovering behind your barn, and your mother is watching from your front room window?”

	“Um…” Truthfully, Peter had been thinking of nothing else but J. How had she managed to notice all that?

	He was glad the Sheik-Fil-Agent was on his side.

	Then J leaned over and kissed his cheek.

	Heat flooded him and for a moment Peter thought he would spontaneously combust, then the heat turned to icy tingles, starting on his cheek and running all down his arms.

	Somewhere in his brain alarms were going off as normal operation hit system overload and completely shut down.

	She had just kissed his cheek in front of The Fates. This was going to be all over the news. The entire town of Surly, and possibly the better part of the entire Mountain Time Zone would erupt with gossip like a geyser.

	Oh my.

	Peter wasn’t sure he could handle the new levels of torment at school.

	Well, he didn’t have to. He grabbed his Pizza Boy driving gloves from his back pocket and pulledi them on.

	Pizza Boy would handle this.

	“Mom, I’m going dancing with Peter,” J called through the screen door.

	“What?” Her mother’s voice was a mix of suspicious disbelief and pleasant surprise, like she had just found out cheesecake had zero calories.

	J grabbed Peter’s hand and pulled him up. He ran beside her as they headed for the Hyundai.

	Peter started up the car, as J put the “Hot and Melty” sign up.

	 

	 


If you love Pizza Boy and the Super Squad,

	click here to check out Dan Allen’s The Dungeons of Arcadia,

	a standalone novel in the Super Dungeon Series!
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	Read just one or check out the whole series!

	Click here to get the book now!
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