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1
“Come with me, Terence,” Tom says.

He hardly ever calls me by my full name. It makes me feel even worse about him leaving. His German shepherd, Steel, is sniffing around Tom's duffle bag. He's getting his goober dog breath all over Tom's new T-shirts. Tom's mom has sewn little name tags into the backs of all his clothes â€” even his underwear. Like if his name wasn't on there some guy might steal his underwear.

Maybe I should steal it. Maybe he won't be able to go to stupid canoe camp if he can't find his underwear.

“Come on. Get inside.” He smacks his duffle bag. It's half full.

Tom is always smacking things when he talks. He talks with his hands. Once he accidentally poked himself in the eye. That was good. For me, I mean. I'll miss him smacking stuff.

The duffle bag is filling up quickly. I can't believe he'll be gone for a month. He said come with me, but he won't stop packing the bag.

There's no room for me in there. I'd probably suffocate on his flathead geek sunhat.

“Take a chance for once, Terence. Just get in.” He
puts his Walkman in the side pocket. The duffle bag is all bulging out. Steel is sniffing at it some more. Dogs are always happy â€” until you leave. They are happy until the second you close the door. If I were a dog, today would still be fun.

Steel turns and looks up at Tom like Tom is king of the universe. Tom reaches down to pat him and Steel lets a fart rip right into the duffle bag.

“No way am I getting in there now,” I say. Tom grabs my head and tries to stuff it into the fart-filled bag. I get him by the back leg and bring him down hard on the floor. He jabs me in the stomach with his knobby elbow. I flip him against the door, and then his mom yells up, “Hey, hey, hey. You kids! I don't care what you're doing, just stop it.”

We laugh until I feel like I have asthma because I can't breathe.

It starts to get quiet in Tom's room. I'm not going to be able to hang out here when he's gone. I can hear his parents talking downstairs. I can hear Steel's nails clicking down the hall. Tom is slouched up against the door. He's got his hands on his stomach from when he was laughing. His eyes are closed.

What am I going to do all summer?

2
It's kind of pathetic that I have to spend another summer hanging out in Wells Hill Park. My cousin, Elys, thinks I have so many friends. She says, “Go out and play,” like there's some friend-filled magic playland just outside our front door. She believes my life is all wonderful just because I don't have to look for work.

I'm sitting on the hill with Rico chewing on the white ends of blades of grass. Rico's in the grade ahead of me. He hangs out with guys who spit on teachers' cars behind the school. Normally he wouldn't even give me the time of day. Summer changes all the rules. You never know who you'll end up chewing blades of grass with in the summer.

Anyway, that's what we're doing when Lucy comes over holding this big book.

“Want to hear about the Midget Employment Stabilization Board?” she growls. Tom says Lucy is an embarrassment to humanity. She draws these magic marker tattoos on her face. Like one day she has one that looks like a spider web, then the next day she's got one of a big flower, but you can still see the spider web underneath. And what's with that old blue sheet strung around her neck? It's like she
thinks she's some kind of superhero. Plus she's got red hair, so she looks like a piece of red asparagus stuffed in a pillow case.

Still, you can't help listening to a story about something like the Midget Employment Stabilization Board, even if it is Lucy who's telling it.

We keep chewing grass and let Lucy go on.

“It says here this guy, Jim Moran, built these huge kites for midgets to fly in. But the whole thing was really a publicity stunt. Moran wanted the midgets to fly past windows in New York yelling at people through megaphones to buy these candy bars.” In my mind I see Lucy hanging from a kite growling through a megaphone, with her stupid blue cape blowing in the breeze.

Lucy clears her throat and starts reading from the book. She tells about the cop that came along to stop Moran and the Midget Employment Stabilization Board.

“So the cop yells at them, â€˜You can't fly no midgets from no kites.'”

We crack up all over the hill when we hear that. At least, me and Rico crack up. Rico laughs so hard he starts coughing. I think something is going to come out of his nose, he's laughing so hard.

Except then Lucy starts yelling, “He shouldn't have made the midgets do all the flying for him. It isn't funny to be funny looking. And Moran shouldn't
have called them midgets. He should have called them small people.” That just makes us crack up harder.

“How would you like it if someone called you a midget?” she growls at Rico, like anyone would dare call Rico anything, he's so big. Rico looks like the world's biggest little kid. He's really tall and has biceps that look like someone sewed tennis balls into his arms. His face is kind of fat. Not like I'd say anything.

I don't get called names, either, but it's because my name is Terence and nothing rhymes with Terence. Also, I am completely ordinary. I have ordinary straight brown hair that's too long. And I've got an ordinary flat-as-a-pancake punched-in face, and a weenie chest that I hide pretty well under big T-shirts.

Maybe Lucy thinks it's better to be a weirdo than to be ugly. Being ordinary isn't exactly the same thing as being ugly, but it's close.

“I ain't a midget, Lucy Loser,” Rico says. But he stops laughing after Lucy growls at him. He sticks a piece of grass in the corner of his mouth.

“No. You're Mr. Big Man,” Lucy says. She has her hands on her hips.

“That's right, Loser. I'm Mr. Big Man. I like that,” Rico says.

I'm still laughing about flying midgets, and the thought of Mr. Big Man sets me off again.

Then Lucy turns on me. “You are so insensitive.” And the way she says it, and the way she looks at me in that get-up of hers, her eyes burning into me like tiny lasersâ€¦for a second I feel ashamed. For a second it's like I am a midget, or â€” what are you supposed to call them? I'm so out of it sometimes. I always do the wrong thing.

“I guess next to a small person, anyone could look like Mr. Big Man,” she says to Rico. He pokes the air with his finger and opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.

Lucy rolls her eyes, slams the book shut and stomps off to hang out under the tree with the chess man. She takes the kite book with her, so I don't get to see the picture of that Moran guy.

“Who does she think she is â€” kite-queen or something?” Rico says. I pluck at the grass. He looks at me and snorts.

I've got to hand it to that Moran guy. Hardly anyone thinks up stuff like that anymore. Only weirdos think like that, and nobody
wants
to be a weirdo. Even loser weirdos like Lucy can come up with some good stuff sometimes.

I wish I could make my voice do that growl thing. It's kind of cool in a weirdo way.

3
When I get to the park after lunch the next day, I see Lucy in the middle of the field tying a couple of sticks together. I look around for Rico, but he must be up at the 7-11 getting a Slurpie.

“What are you doing?” I ask. She looks up at me.

“What does it look like?” She must still be burned about yesterday. I take a look at the junk she has in front of her: sticks, string, glue and this roll of Christmas wrapping paper with beady-eyed Santas on it.

“Are you making a present?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Guess again.” Then it comes to me.

I look around for Rico again and sit down.

“I've never seen a kite made with wrapping paper before,” I say. She's got the cross bars made up already. She is so concentrated. Her tongue is sticking out of her mouth. Her hands seem to know exactly what to do. Why don't I think up things like making a kite?

“You just woke up this morning and decided to make a kite?”

“Yup,” she says, but she doesn't stop working. I watch her put glue in the middle of the cross sticks. She hands it over to me, takes my fingers and works
them around the middle of the cross where the glue is.

“Hold it like that until it dries.” She rummages around in her dirty pink knapsack. She has to keep throwing her cape over her shoulder to keep it out of the way.

I do what I'm told. I hold still and look out at the park. Not a cloud in the sky.

Wells Hill Park has two hills in it altogether. We're talking foothills, as in they are about a foot deep. It has three sets of monkey bars â€” including one that looks like a big blue moon. It has swings, the baby kind, a tetherball stand and a small sandbox.

On the other side of the sandbox is a huge tree with a picnic table under it. Mostly it's used by the chess man. Every time you look over there he's playing chess. He has this white hair that's all greased back and these humongous horn-rimmed glasses. For a while I thought he was Lucy's father because I see her playing chess with him sometimes, but Rico says he's an old pervert.

The second hill goes down from behind this kiddie wading pool. Nothing goes on there. Even sun-bathers don't use it. It looks like a spot that's supposed to be for something only that something never happens. My whole summer's like that â€” one huge, long stretch of nothing.
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